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      Deep within the bowels of the earth, Angel stood in a domed metal cavern across from a massive pair of double doors. Magitech machinery made up the walls and much of the ceiling. Pistons chugged and valves hissed, releasing puffs of steam. Blue liquid pulsed, dripping through cracks in the leaking tubes that connected everything.

      His right arm shimmered in the dim light as the cogs within it turned. Angel’s shoulder hissed, releasing a plume of steam as a canister ejected from his bronze forearm. It struck the stone floor with a clink, rolling to a stop against the smoldering remains of his last kill.

      A hunchbacked creature covered in gray rags stood between him and the doors. Its red eyes burned with malice. A rattling hiss escaped the metal monstrosity as it limped toward Angel, blue smoke rising from a broken valve in its chest. The monster’s grotesque claws screeched along the ground behind it, sending up a small shower of sparks.

      Gears whirred in Angel’s arm. He reached up and grabbed a canister from its holster near his upper shoulder. The plain metal cylinder housed a glass tube full of glowing lavender energy. A plate in his forearm hissed open, and he slid the canister into the hole behind it.

      A leftward head-tilt triggered the bronze-rimmed lens sitting above his ear. It clicked into place over his eye. The monster lit up with dull orange light as magic prickled his skin. A moment later, text appeared on the glass.

      
        
        Race: Ripper [Old World]: Level 24

        Status: Disrepair

        Information accuracy: 92%

        Strength: 22

        Intelligence: 4

        Nimbleness: 12

        Toughness: 15

        Rating: Dangerous

        Weak point(s): Not Enough Information (0/100)

        Element(s): Earth

        Error: Unable to analyze further. Information incomplete

      

      

      The words faded just in time for Angel to see the Ripper charge at him. Its violent screech threatened to rip his eardrums apart. The metallic jangling as one limb, stuck awkwardly out of its socket, tore up the floor behind it didn’t help either. If anything, the jerky, unsteady movements added unpredictability to the Ripper’s movements, making it more intimidating. Angel raised his mechanical arm, his heavy robes rippling behind him, and pointed his palm at the metal monster. 

      A bolt of lightning ripped out of his hand with a loud, buzzing crackle. It screamed through the air and struck the Ripper’s flickering eye. The creature spun from the strike’s force, shards of metal flying from its damaged frame.

      Angel dashed to the left, adding to the space between himself and the creature. He grabbed a second canister from its holster and slammed it into the slot. The old canister ejected through a side panel near his elbow and clattered to the ground.

      The Ripper gathered its wits and charged at Angel again. He dropped to the ground and slammed his palm into the metal plating beneath him. Sparks flew from his palm as warm energy rushed through his arm. A spike of metal erupted from the earth, piercing the monster’s chest in a shower of sparks.

      A grating robotic screech tore free from the creature as it thrashed around on the spike, trying to slash at him but finding itself just out of range. The red light in the creature’s eyes slowly dimmed as more blue smoke rose around it. It finally slumped and its eyes blinked out.

      Angel watched it warily for what felt like an eternity. His heart thumped loud enough to drown out the hiss of magic and the chug of machinery in the walls. Several motes of faint blue light rose from the creature’s broken mouth and flew through the air. Angel stood still as they entered him, the cold energy prickling his skin like a winter breeze. He straightened, taking his time to rise, and adjusted his heavy duster, ensuring it didn’t get caught or wrinkle under the metallic board attached to his back.

      The eyepiece dinged loud enough for only him to hear. Angel’s eyebrows rose and he looked at his left hand. Orange lines outlined his body for a moment, fading as text appeared on the glass.

      
        
        User analysis updated.

        Modifying database…

        Complete.

        New values assigned.

        Displaying user status…

        Race: Human

        Name: Angel

        Level: 25 [98%]

        Status: Healthy

        Information accuracy: 100%

        Strength: 10

        Intelligence: 18

        Nimbleness: 15

        Toughness: 5

        Comparative Rating: Minor Threat

        Weak point(s): Heart, Neck, Arteries… (100/100)

        Element(s): Steel: Magicore: None (37% Attunement)

        …

        …

        Installing new module: 5% complete.

      

      

      Angel waved the screen away and manually returned the eyepiece to its usual position by his ear. He grimaced as a puff of sulfuric gas rose from a vent beside him. It was rancid enough to burn the hairs in his nostrils.

      His Magicore attunement had gone up by a percent since the last time he’d checked. A small grin crossed his lips. Connecting the arm to his body had been incredibly difficult. It still wasn’t functioning at its full capabilities, even after several years. Every kill he made and bit of magical energy he gained brought him closer to releasing its full potential.

      He crossed the room, keeping a healthy distance between himself and the Ripper’s remains. When he reached the door, Angel pressed his ear against it, listening intently. Silence. He shrugged, turned his back against one of the two door panels, and pushed with his full body weight.

      The heavy metal slab’s hinges creaked as it inched open. Once the gap was big enough, Angel slipped through it. The room he found was smaller than he’d expected. It was only around one hundred paces in each direction and featured a high ceiling. As before, machinery covered the walls in a state of perpetual motion that made the walls look like a stormy ocean. A small staircase in the middle led up to a golden pedestal. A small bronze pendant sat perched atop it.

      Angel’s mouth curled up in a victorious smile, but he didn’t dare move recklessly. There were only four canisters left on his shoulder. Four more spells to finish things up and get out of the catacomb with his prize. He examined the room carefully, checking for any traps or hiding monsters.

      A peculiar pattern covered the floor leading up to the staircase. White lines radiated outwards, twisting and turning throughout the room and stopping before the door. Angel licked his lips. Channels of Old World Magic. The technique to make them had faded after the Great War, but their potency had not.

      Angel had no desire to step on the lines and discover what the ancient trap did. He examined the room carefully, planning out his route. Once ready, he raised his mechanical arm and pointed it at the ceiling. A barb launched from his palm, a thin black wire trailing it.

      It shot through the air and buried itself in the center of a large gear on the ceiling, halfway between him and the pedestal. He tested the tether. The wire held firm. He took a pace back, then leaped forward while simultaneously yanking his hand back.

      The wire went taut and Angel swung across the room. He landed on the pedestal’s raised platform and grabbed the pendant. His lips spread into a smug grin.

      “Hello there, beautiful,” Angel said, stuffing the pendant into his coat’s inner pocket.

      A dull hum rose from the floor. Angel’s eyes shot down the carved channels, groaning as he spotted the line traveling across the pedestal and directly beneath his foot. The floor pattern lit up and the central formation flashed. Angel turned his head, squeezing his eyes shut to avoid being blinded.

      When the light faded, Angel found a large green humanoid standing upon the pattern, staring at him with two beady black eyes. Two jagged fangs jutted from the monster’s huge mouth, and it held a large sword in each of its clawed hands. The weapons were sharp and their edges rusted. Tubes ran from the hilts of the swords into the creature’s forearms.

      Angel swallowed. His eyepiece did its job, falling into place and scanning the monster.

      
        
        Race: Orc [Old World]

        Level 23

        Status: Healthy

        Information accuracy: 84%

        Strength: 14

        Intelligence: 6

        Nimbleness: 12

        Toughness: 13

        Rating: Somewhat Dangerous

        Weak point(s): Not Enough Information (0/100)

        Element(s): Earth

        Error: Unable to analyze further. Information incomplete

      

      

      Angel twisted his right arm. The barb detached from the ceiling and spiraled back into his palm. With a snarl, the orc started to approach him, raising its weapons.

      Gears whirred in Angel’s arm once more. He grabbed one of the four remaining canisters on his arm and inserted it into the slot. Then he slammed his hand into the ground. Magical energy crackled and a web of frost burst forth in a cone, covering the floor in ice.

      The orc roared and charged at him. The monster’s feet almost immediately lost purchase on the frozen floor and it fell backwards in an almost comical fashion, hitting the ground with a loud thud.

      “Dangerous, but evidently not very smart,” Angel muttered to himself as loaded another canister. Two left. He pointed his palm at the orc, pausing to make sure his aim was true. The creature rolled over and jammed one of its blades into the icy ground.

      It started to rise, using the weapons to keep itself steady. A ring of steam escaped the valve on the back of Angel’s arm. The air crackled and an arc of lightning ripped from his palm. It drove into the orc, which let out a roar of pain and fury.

      The smell of burnt flesh filled the room and the orc nearly lost its grip on the swords. But, despite the smoke rising from its body, the fanged creature pulled itself upright and took another stride toward Angel, keeping its balance on the ice. He cursed and loaded the penultimate canister.

      By the time he’d gotten it in place, the orc was already upon the steps. It sliced the tubes connecting one blade to its arm. With a roar, it hurled the sword at Angel, forcing him to dive out of the way. The length of metal sailed by his ear and buried itself in the wall.

      He sprang to his feet, nearly losing his balance on the ice, and aimed his hand at the orc again. It roared and threw caution aside, lunging toward him. The lightning arrowed out and burrowed into the monster, but that did nothing to stop its momentum.

      Angel was swept off his feet as the smoldering body slammed into him. It was as heavy as it looked, and he hit the ground hard. The heavy monster pinned his mechanical hand to the ground by his side, leaving only his left free. He desperately tried to extricate himself but realized that the orc was no longer moving. It was already dead.

      It took Angel several minutes to escape from beneath the creature. By the time he finally did, the smell of burnt meat and hair had crept its way into his clothes. Motes of blue light trickled out of the beast’s mouth, passing through his clothes and drawing a hiss of surprise from him as they slipped inside his body. He brushed his clothes off as best as he could.

      His eyepiece dinged and his status screen swam to life in front of him for the second time in just a few minutes.

      
        
        Race: Human

        Name: Angel

        Level: 26 [1%]

        Status: Healthy

        Information accuracy: 100%

        Strength: 10

        Intelligence: 19 [+1]

        Nimbleness: 16 [+1]

        Toughness: 5

        Comparative Rating: Minor Threat

        Weak point(s): Heart, Neck, Arteries… (100/100)

        Element(s): Steel

        Magicore: None (38% Attunement)

      

      

      “Fantastic,” Angel muttered, waving the screen away. He’d gotten enough magical energy for the System to register a level-up. Humans automatically distributed their magical energy to the areas they were lacking or used the most. The System really wasn’t much more than a glorified analysis tool, but it was nice to quantify his power and see what it thought he was over or underutilizing. He examined his right arm, but it was undamaged. He let out a sigh of relief and knelt beside the orc’s corpse.

      The gears in his hand whirled again as his fingers melded together into a large blade. He drove it into the creature’s chest and dragged downward, splitting its flesh. His nose twisted at the rancid smell rising from the monster.

      He carved deeper into the creature until a glint caught his eye. The blade transformed back into his hand and he reached inside the orc, wrapping his fingers around a small orb. It came free with a sharp tug and he held it up to the dim light from the triggered trap lines.

      “Small,” Angel said, slightly disappointed. “Oh well. Better than nothing, I suppose.”

      The orb joined the pendant in his pocket and he adjusted his coat once again. Angel glanced over his shoulder at the hoverboard on his back, but it looked fine. It had survived much rougher fights.

      Angel gave one final glance around the room to see if there was anything he’d missed. He retraced his steps back through the catacomb, but he had no more problems. As he got farther, the Magitech gave way to rock. It took him nearly an hour to arrive at the exit – a gaping entrance half buried in sand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Angel grimaced as his eyes met sunlight. Even though he hadn’t yet exited the cave system, the temperature had risen several degrees above comfortable. He squinted as he walked out into the desert. It stretched out as far as the eye could see. The heat rising from the orange sand left the world hazy.

      Angel grabbed the metal board on his back. The magnets holding it in place released and it detached with a click. He tossed it onto the ground in front of him. Pale gray lines ran along the side of the board that had been pressed to his back. They converged on a pair of circular patterns on either side of the board. At the middle was a turbine, connected to the rest of the construct by thin lines of runes.

      He stepped onto the metal and the board hummed to life. The lines lit up with a dim white light and it rose a foot into the air, kicking up the sand beneath it. Angel reached into a pocket on the inside of his cloak and pulled out a thick scarf. He wrapped it around his face.

      The lines on the board grew brighter and he shot forward, tearing across the desert like a bullet. Wind howled past Angel’s ears and he laughed gleefully. He launched over a sloping dune, taking flight for several seconds.

      Small specks of sand spattered against his face and body, but he didn’t mind. Hours felt like minutes as the desert blurred beneath him. The wind he kicked up was more than enough to combat the sweltering heat and even start to chill him.

      The wind, initially pleasant, doubled in intensity. Sand started to batter him harder and Angel slowed to a stop, his brow furrowing. He lowered his eyepiece and spun in a circle. His expression grew grim.

      A wall of burnt yellow sand was forming on the horizon. It stretched as far as Angel could see, disappearing into the distance. A sandstorm – and a big one. If the wind this far away was already this strong, getting caught in the churning barrier advancing toward him would be a death sentence.

      Angel did some quick math in his head. The results weren’t good. The sandstorm was on a collision course with his current path back to Bronze City, and trying to avoid it would add weeks to his journey. As it currently stood, he only had a few minutes before it was upon his position.

      He scanned the ground carefully. At first, there was nothing. Then, reluctantly, a faint orange line appeared deep within the earth. It paralleled the sandstorm, growing in intensity the farther it got.

      “Looks like I’m taking a side trip,” Angel said, hopping back onto his board and shooting off along the line at max speed.

      The storm grew from a speck in the corner of his eye to a towering wave tearing through the dunes in its path like an insatiable maw. If he didn’t start running soon, the storm would swallow him whole.

      “It should be around here somewhere,” Angel muttered to himself, strain making its way into his tone. He squinted down the line, finally spotting what he was searching for – a dot of glowing orange only a short distance away. As he grew closer, he leaned back, slowing the board to a smooth glide instead of a rocket. He reached the end of the line and leaped off the board, securing it to his back and kneeling in the sand.

      Angel licked his chapped lips. It had been a few days since he’d last drunk. Magical energy could only keep him going for so long on its own, but the storm wasn’t about to wait around for him to get some water.

      He dug around in his bag, pulling out a bronze canister that had a small cap with a tab at the top. Sand whipped at his face and the sky started to darken above him. His face and exposed flesh stung as sand tore into them with enough force to draw blood. Angel pulled the canister’s tab up and twisted it sharply, jamming it into the sand and hopping several steps back.

      A deep thrum reverberated through the earth. Sand cascaded into a pit that formed in the desert before him. It was about six feet deep, with a rounded metal trapdoor at the bottom.

      The canister he’d dropped had expanded, creating a metal tunnel to the surface. Angel dove into the hole, landing on the trapdoor with a bang. He reached down and wrapped his mechanical hand around the door’s handle.

      It was locked. Angel’s grip tightened. The gears in his arms churned. Rivets in the metal groaned before giving way and snapping. He ripped the door open with a grunt, revealing a dimly lit cave.

      He tossed the door away and dove inside just as the storm moved overhead with a roar like a furious giant, completely blotting out the sky.

      “Not the biggest catacomb I’ve ever been in.” Angel’s words echoed as he glanced around the room, empty save for a door. “But size isn’t everything, right? And it would be a shame to waste an opportunity now that I’m here…”

      He reached into his travel pack and pulled out four canisters, placing them in the holster at his shoulder. Angel reached for a fifth, but there were no more. He grimaced. It wasn’t expensive to buy new empty canisters and fill them himself, but money had been pretty tight recently and he hadn’t gotten much during his last visit to Bronze City.

      Angel took a long swig from his water skin, enjoying the feeling of the lukewarm liquid soothing his chapped lips and dry throat. He sighed, pondering his next move. The storm above him was dangerous, but they didn’t tend to stay long. An hour at the most. Many catacombs had self-destruction traps; getting forced out of his haven before the sandstorm passed would be less than ideal. He decided to stay in for forty-five minutes.

      When time had passed, Angel went to the door and pressed his ear against it. It was silent. A light touch showed it to be unlocked, so he pulled it open a crack and peered inside.

      Faint yellow light from several flickering lanterns illuminated a medium-sized room. There were four statues in the center of the room, surrounded by a deep pool of stale water. They stood in various poses, all looking rather angry. The walls were made of stone, with no apparent exit.

      Most importantly, Angel couldn’t see any lines running around the room. “No lines, no monsters. Lucky me.”

      He located a flat, fist-sized rock on the ground and set it inside the doorway before making his way inside, closing the door gently behind him. Angel approached the statues and peered at them.

      They were all warriors – there was no doubt about that. They each stood in fighting stances and the carved armor they wore was both realistic and intimidating. The craftsmanship was superb.

      “It’s too bad I can’t bring you beauties back with me,” Angel said, pacing around them while avoiding the dark water at their feet. “I bet some rich fool would pay top coin to have you in their bathroom. Maybe you could hold the toilet paper for them.”

      Unsurprisingly, the statues didn’t answer. He studied them for a few more moments but there was no sign of hidden switches or other mechanisms. He pursed his lips.

      The water at their feet was too murky to make out much of anything within it. Angel knelt and reached into it with his mechanical arm. It was several feet deep and he was almost all the way up to his shoulder when his hand finally touched the bottom.

      He fished around, his lips pressing together in concentration. Metal clinked on stone. A smile crossed his face and he grabbed what felt like a rod, pulling it out of the water.

      It was actually the hilt of a large stone sword. Angel turned it over in his hand. With a grunt, he set it on the ground and reached back into the water. There were three more weapons within its murky depths – a dagger, an axe, and a bow.

      “Really?” Angel asked. “This may be the lamest riddle I’ve ever seen. Do you really think anybody is going to get stuck on this?”

      He picked up the sword and took it to one of the statues, putting it in the statue’s hand carefully. He repeated the process with the other three weapons.

      The statues shuddered, fragments of stone falling from them as something shifted overhead. A segment of the wall started to sink into the earth, creating a doorway.

      Angel just shook his head. He grabbed several rocks from around the room and walked over to the new exit, piling them on top of the portion that had lowered before heading into the new hallway.

      The hall twisted and turned, running deeper into the earth. Stone turned to metal plates and the smell of oil filled the air. Angel curled his nose. Finally, he emerged from the hall into a long, rectangular room with an incredibly high ceiling.

      Large arches lined the walls, leading into shadowy hallways. At the far end of the room was a metal chest with at least a dozen locks on it. A large design had been carved into the floor, with faint lines traveling out in a crisscrossing pattern.

      “Yep. They were definitely on a low budget,” Angel said, taking care to avoid touching any of the lines on the ground. “Two rooms in a catacomb. What a joke.”

      The only thing that really concerned him were the arches. The shadows made it impossible to tell what was within the hallways behind them, and anything that was unknown was dangerous.

      Angel drummed his fingers on his leg as he considered his options. The ceiling was high enough up that his grappling hook wouldn’t reach, but the walls were another matter.

      He set his travel pack on the ground and flexed his fingers. The grappling hook launched from his palm with a whistle, sailing through the air and punching into the limestone wall. With a laugh, Angel leaped into the air and tightened the line, yanking himself forward and into the room.

      When he hit the center of his arc and started to ascend, he tugged sharply on the line while twisting his arm, freeing the barb from the wall. It whistled back into his palm with a click.

      As Angel started to fall, he aimed his arm and launched the barb again, catching himself just feet before he hit the floor and swinging forward once more. He repeated the trick one more time, tumbling gracefully through the air and landing on top of the metal chest with a thud.

      He rubbed his hands together and scanned the ground for any lines before carefully clambering off the box. The locks all looked rather old, and he was able to simply snap the first one off.

      However, the next few were built into the metal itself. Angel reached into a pocket, pulling out a small leather pouch. He popped it open, removing a metal pick and several other tools. He inserted them into the lock and pressed his lips together, paying close attention to the lock's responses as he worked.

      A minute later, the lock popped open. Angel moved on to the next one, which didn’t take much longer. The final line of defense took him slightly longer, but it too fell under his skilled fingers.

      Angel kept the box closed with his hand and put his picks away. Then he walked around to the back of the chest and carefully opened it. Something whizzed out and thunked into the wall on the other end of the room.

      A wooden box about the size of his palm sat in the center of the chest. Beside it was a metal sphere covered in lines of Old World Magic. Angel’s eyes widened. He reached into the crate and, after one final check for traps, lifted both the sphere and the box free.

      The sphere came easily, but there was an instant of resistance as the box passed the edge of the crate. Only too late did Angel feel the string that attached it to the bottom snap. The catacomb rumbled. Sand burst from the arches lining the room, filling it at a rapid pace.
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      “Oh, you vindictive little bastards,” Angel cursed. He shot the grappling hook at the wall and launched into the air, swinging back toward the other end of the room. “I knew this would happen.”

      By the time he’d reached it, the sand was already pouring through the halls and starting to trickle into the hallway behind it. Angel dashed into it at full speed, grabbing his travel pack and shoving his treasures in as he passed by it. The sand nipped at his heels as he made his way back to the lowered segment of the wall.

      It was almost completely shut. The only thing keeping it open were the rocks he’d piled on the top, and the cracking they made didn’t inspire Angel with confidence that they’d last much longer.

      He didn’t bother trying to push the wall back down. He was strong, but he wasn’t going to beat a machine specifically designed for power. Instead, he pressed his ear against the door.

      There was a faint clicking from the lower right corner from what Angel suspected to be a motor struggling to close the trap. He grabbed a canister and slotted it into place. His arm sparked with yellow light. A burst of electricity shot out of his palm, slamming into the door and coursing through it.

      A crackle told him the spell had hit its mark, and a small puff of black smoke rose from a tiny crack between the wall and the ground. Without the motor powering it, the wall shuddered and dropped back into the ground.

      During the short time it had taken him to disable the wall, the sand had already reached Angel’s feet. He grimaced and stepped over the wall, dashing toward the exit of the catacomb.

      The first door that he’d entered had also attempted to close, but it too had been foiled by the rock. It was much easier to break through the motor trying to swing a door shut than one holding a wall up from below, so Angel barreled into it, leading with his mechanical shoulder.

      Gears caught and sputtered before something gave way and the door swung wide. The sand was right behind Angel. He scrambled away and leaped out of the hole he’d made to enter the catacomb.

      No more than a few seconds later, a wave of sand crashed where he’d been standing. His makeshift hole was completely filled. Not a trace of the catacomb’s entrance remained, but the desert was sunny and unblemished by moving walls of sand once again.

      “Buried Gods,” Angel cursed as he rose to his feet, brushing the sand off his clothes. That had been closer than he would have liked. At least the storm was gone. He reached into his travel pack and pulled out his loot. The Old World Magic covering the orb caught his attention quickly. He recognized many of the runes on the little ball.

      It was an explosive. A rather powerful one. That was good and bad – such tools could be useful in his line of work, but they were also strictly on the “do not fiddle with” list. He’d already lost one arm and he had no desire to lose the other.

      He tucked the sphere into his pack. It would be useful, but there was nothing to be learned from it unless he really had a death wish. The Seeker turned his attention to the wooden box with no small amount of awe.

      Wood wasn’t just rare in the Barren. It was worth more than any other material due to its scarcity. The tiny container was worth a small fortune – but it wasn’t money that Angel cared about. A smooth, shimmery coating covered the surface of the box, and there was a small latch at the front. Angel popped it open, revealing a tiny purple marble in the center of a red silken pad.

      “Huh,” Angel said, picking it up with his mechanical hand and tilting his head. “What could you be, friend?”

      The orb twinkled innocently in the late afternoon light. Angel turned it over, but it was perfectly glossy. As far as he could tell, it was just glass. As he inspected it, the ball slipped between his fingers.

      Angel cursed, grabbing at it with his other hand. He caught it midair, but his smirk vanished as a sharp pain punched into his palm. He yelped and yanked his hand back. A purple splotch twinkled on his palm, stinging like the bite from a large insect.

      The splotch twinkled and faded away into his skin, vanishing as if it had never been there. “Ah. Shit.”

      Angel prodded at his hand, but he couldn’t feel any trace of the orb. He couldn’t feel it moving in his arm either. If it had been poison, there wasn’t much he could do about it now. He shot the wooden box a dirty look and carefully closed it, placing it in his travel pack and hopping back onto his board. If he was going to die, he wasn’t about to do it in the middle of the desert. His board roared to life and he shot through the desert once again.

      The sun traced the sky and dipped toward the horizon. Just as the light was starting to fade, the dark outline of a city rose on the horizon. A permanent cloud of steam and smoke floated in the air above it, curling and twisting like a specter. Angel slowed as he grew closer. Massive walls easily five stories high, all made of shimmering bronze, towered over him. They were covered with Magitech. Gears the size of houses churned and valves hissed, belching out more smog as pistons pumped beside them.

      Cannon barrels poked through holes in the wall and lined the battlements. Each weapon was covered with runes to ensure they could penetrate the defenses of even the toughest of monsters – or warships. At the front of the city were two massive doors that rose all the way up to the top of the walls. They were half open. In the sky far above the city, an enormous blimp made slow circles through the air as it prepared to land. Brilliant blue energy coursed through thick glass tubes in its undercarriage.

      Angel hopped off his board as soon as he was within walking distance of the huge doors. A small, ever-present crowd had gathered just inside the city, leaving an opening in the center for vehicles to pass through. Vendors yelled and hawked their goods at anyone foolish enough to listen, and the smell of fried food drifted into his nostrils.

      “All new spark rod!” one merchant called to him. “Guaranteed to pump so much magical energy into your foe that they’ll be dancing for a week! Or turn it down for a fun night with a lover…”

      Angel ignored the man. He hopped out of the way as a heavy metal box on treads shot past the crowd and rumbled by, spraying sand everywhere as it sped into the desert. He rolled his eyes and slung the board over his shoulder.

      Vendors called out, waving trinkets that Angel had no doubt would fall apart by the following morning. He gave them a cursory look, just in case anything of value had managed to make its way into the trash. Metal amulets and swords empowered with Magitech thrusters that promised to make them swing fast were commonplace. He wasn’t impressed. The runework on the weapons was shoddy and outdated, and the amulets were nothing more than trinkets. He brushed past the merchants, just like the rest of the city’s residents. The only people that actually spoke to the merchants at the gate were tourists.

      Angel walked at a brisk pace down the main road. He entered the market, conveniently placed in the center of the city, ensuring people passed through them at least once wherever they went.

      Despite the late hour, the market bustled. Large tarps normally shaded the hundreds of tiny shops from the searing desert sun, and most of them were still open. Many never closed – Bronze City never slept.

      A dirty boy in one of the alleyways started toward Angel at a casual pace. Angel turned and looked him straight in the eye, shaking his head slightly.

      The boy grimaced. He gave Angel a small nod and returned to his alley. Some things never changed. It hadn’t been that long since he’d been in the boy’s place, but fate in the Barren was as fickle as the wind.

      “Welcome back, Angel,” one merchant said to him. The man gave him a crooked smile and held out a small pistol. It had a flared barrel and a small crank at the top. Runes ran down the handle. “Just got this hand cannon. Interested?”

      “Thanks, Davy.” Angel scanned over it. “What’s it shoot? Canisters?”

      “Yup.”

      “No need,” Angel said. He recognized the runes used on the gun. They weren’t bad, but he was a terrible shot and guns weren’t much use in the confined spaces of a catacomb. “I do happen to need some canisters, though. Empty ones.”

      Davy pulled out a small metal crate and set it in front of Angel. “Thirty canisters. The usual. All boring and empty.”

      “Perfect,” Angel said, tossing him three coins that he’d found much earlier in his trip. They vanished into Davy’s cloak while Angel filled his travel pack with the canisters. “Thank you.”

      The merchant shrugged, giving him a wave as he walked off. Angel stopped at a small building near the edge of the market. The sign had long since fallen off a door colored green by oxidation. The smell of oil and smoke assaulted Angel’s eyes and nostrils as he walked inside.

      “You’re back early,” a rough voice said. Angel waved a cloud of dark smoke away from his face. An overweight man sat in a chair in the corner of the room, a cigar in his hand. Knickknacks and random items adorned every single inch of empty space on the walls and a good bit of the floor.

      “Hello, Fence,” Angel said. “Still trying to drive yourself to an early grave, I see. I thought you’d stopped this particular habit.”

      “We’re all going to die eventually,” Fence replied. His hand shook slightly as he raised the cigar to his puffy lips and took a slow drag. He combed his thinning black hair back with his other hand. “What’s it your business if I choose how?”

      “Suit yourself,” Angel said. “I’m fine, by the way.”

      “Of course you are,” Fence grumbled. “So? What did you get? Anything worth my time?”

      Angel hemmed and hawed for a moment, mostly to get a rise out of the large man. He would have told him about the purple orb if there was anything to be gained from it, but he wasn’t dead yet, and he didn’t fancy the merchant digging around his body if he did end up biting it. Fence crushed the cigar in his large grip and thrust his hand out.

      “Come on, Angel!” Fence complained. “It’s cruel to do this to me.”

      Angel chuckled and pulled out the green orb he’d taken from the orc. He tossed it to Fence, who snatched it out of the air with surprising dexterity. He examined it, then grunted.

      “Nice core,” he said. “I can give you four Vex for it.”

      “It’s worth seven and we both know it,” Angel replied, getting ready for a long haggling session. He wasn’t a fan of it, but Fence would happily wring him dry if he gave him a chance.

      “Five,” Fence replied, looking down at the crushed cigar in his hand regretfully.

      “Six,” Angel said.

      “Fine,” Fence sighed. He reached into a pouch on his waist and tossed six bronze coins at Angel, who caught them with a surprised blink.

      “What else do you have? You can’t tell me that’s all you found,” Fence said.

      Angel shrugged, not wanting to knock his good fortune. He put the coins away and pulled out the pendant. Fence’s eyes lit up slightly, but Angel shook his head.

      “I’m going to take a look at it first.”

      “You do that with all the artifacts you find!” Fence complained. “This is why you live out of the corner of my shop, Angel. If you stopped ruining all the artifacts you found, you’d be one of the richest Seekers in Bronze City.”

      “And then I would be dead,” Angel said. “My augments are what make me this good. You need to see the bigger picture, Fence.”

      Fence pulled another cigar from his pocket. He scrabbled through a pile of junk until he found a small metal canister. He slid a metal gauntlet from the ground over his hand and placed the canister in a slot on the back of the glove. The merchant held his hand up next to the cigar.

      A spark of flame flared out of his palm, lighting the cigar. The canister ejected and clinked to the floor, rolling against a pile of trash. Fence pulled the gauntlet off and tossed it away. He took a deep drag of the cigar.

      “Do what you want, Angel. Just make sure you can afford this month’s rent. I’m not running a charity.”

      Angel rolled his eyes. He navigated through the piles of garbage on the floor to a small door nestled in the corner of the room. He pushed it open and strode inside, closing it behind him. Unlike the rest of Fence’s shop, his small room was neat and organized.

      Artifacts of all sorts hung from hooks on the walls in various states of disassembly. An old handgun, its barrel modified with an energy coil that should have been connected to a canister, was suspended beside a tiny box made out of gears and miniature pistons. Every few seconds, the box would let out a tiny puff of electrically charged smoke as it tried and failed to shift forms.

      The room was only a few paces long, and Angel had put every bit of it to use. His small metal desk and chair were sandwiched against the wall, and his tools were stored under the desk in a small bin he’d found in the market years ago.

      Now that he was alone again, Angel tilted his head. His eyepiece clicked down and orange lines blurred across the glass, swimming into focus.
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      “Still no change,” Angel muttered to himself. He flicked the eyepiece back with an annoyed grunt and sat down on his bed.

      It was just a mattress and a sheet on the floor, but it was better than the streets. He detached the board from his back and put it down beside himself. He sat there for a few minutes, gathering his thoughts, then walked over to his chair and took the pendant out of his jacket.

      He placed it on the table and pulled the tool crate out with his foot. He grabbed a pair of tweezers with his left hand. The gears in his mechanical arm clanked and miniscule machinery shifted. Small needlelike appendages emerged from the tips of his fingers. He flicked on a kerosene lamp, filling the room with a dim orange glow.

      The glass eyepiece lowered in front of his right eye once more. He closed the other one as magic tickled his nose. Angel’s vision magnified until he could see every detail and scratch in the pendant. It was rather plain, with swirling lines that could have been either Old World Magic or just plain art.

      Several small latches along its edge kept it locked shut. Angel poked and prodded at them gently, using the tweezers to hold the pendant in place without damaging it. The latches clicked when he pressed down on them.

      “Not a standard latch system,” Angel muttered. He traced the points on his fingers along the thin grooves in the pendant, feeling for any hidden switches. There were none. He clicked his tongue and turned the pendant over.

      The back was unadorned aside from a small circle in the center. Angel tapped it, but nothing happened. The latches looked to be the only way to get inside, but at least there was a way to move forward. He felt a flicker of excitement. An artifact with a discernible way to open it often meant he could actually get it apart without ruining Old World Magic within it.

      He suppressed his emotions. Losing his cool would only result in destroying the delicate artifact before he could pry the secrets from it. There didn’t appear to be any physical way to open the locket without forcing it, which would surely destroy its delicate contents.

      Luckily, he had more tools at his disposal. Angel drew a deep breath, reaching deep within himself. An electric sensation traveled down from the base of his neck and to his feet. The fingers on his left hand tingled faintly and he set the tweezers down, closing his eyes to push out the rest of the world.

      “It’ll work this time,” he promised himself. “All of it. Not just a scrap. Then it’ll all be worth it.”

      He lowered a single finger, concentrating too hard to even draw a breath. The magic bucked and heaved against his will, but he didn’t let it go. He tapped the circle, directing the energy to flow into it.

      A tiny spark of blue light jumped from his finger and entered the circle. The locket jittered and the circle lit up with a faint blue light. Angel could have cried for joy. His heart pumped like a steam engine in his chest.

      Slowly, Angel picked his tweezers back up and held the locket steady. He raised his other arm, examining the locket before gently touching the circle with a pointed finger. His hand remained remarkably steady as he slowly traced the circle. One of the latches let out a click and popped open.

      Angel turned the locket over. Two designs on the front of the locket were glowing. They’d been hidden in the flowing lines before, but Angel recognized the Old World runes for open and break. He swallowed and traced the open rune.

      Another latch popped open. The lights changed again, this time forming a design that Angel had never seen. He bit the inside of his cheek, sitting back in his chair and moving the magnifying glass away from his eye.

      “Damn it,” he cursed. “I’m so close.”

      Someone knocked on his door.

      “I’m busy,” Angel yelled. “I’m good for rent, Fence. You’ll get it later.”

      Nobody responded. Angel returned his attention to the pendant. He licked his lips and glanced up at a clamshell-shaped tablet hanging on his wall. It had a single spiral pattern on the front. He took it off the wall and set it down on the table beside the pendant.

      He pulled another spark of magic into his left hand and sent it into the disk. A puff of steam crackling with faint energy escaped the mechanism. The tablet opened like a clam, revealing a clockwork inside with half a dozen tiny, spiderlike legs that folded outwards.

      Angel chewed his bottom lip. Then he steeled his nerves and picked up the pendant. The small mechanical legs reached out for it and he obliged them, setting the still glowing pendant down.

      He flicked the eyepiece down again and focused all his attention on the two artifacts. The clamshell’s little legs worked at a steady pace, pressing and touching the pendant with immaculate precision that only a machine could achieve.

      As the seconds ticked by, the little legs started to tug and pull on the magic lighting the pendant, tracing a new line across its surface. A droplet of sweat rolled down Angel’s forehead.

      The magic in the pendant blinked out. A click split the silent air and the pendant swung open. Angel pumped a hand in the air and let out a whoop. Then he gathered himself and cleared his throat, carefully taking his prize from the clamshell.

      He had to pry it from the machine’s tiny little legs, but they eventually let go and the artifact closed itself with a snap. Angel was too preoccupied with his new prize to care. The inside of the pendant contained a miniature clock, but the hands weren’t moving.

      “Now, what secrets do you hold?” Angel mused. Predictably, the clock didn’t respond to him. Angel mentally went over the path the artifact had taken to open the locket, embedding it into his memory.

      Someone knocked on the door again, this time with more urgency. Angel irritably grabbed the clamshell and hung it from its hook. He set the pendant on the table and went to the door.

      “I told you not to bother me when I’m working!” Angel snapped, swinging it open. “The city better be on fi—”

      “Shut up,” Fence hissed. His face was pale and sweat had beaded on his brow. “The guards are here, boy. What did you do?”

      “The guards?” Angel asked, baffled. “I haven’t done anything that they’d care about. Are you sure they have the right person?”

      A tall woman wearing a blue cloak swept into his room. Her collar was popped, framing her head. Her blonde hair hung over her shoulders, and she wore state-of-the-art gauntlets on both hands. Each had a dial, and tubes filled with crackling green energy ran throughout them.

      “I’m quite certain,” the woman said, examining the room.

      “What do you want with me?” Angel asked. “I’ve broken no laws.”

      “You may go,” the woman said, shutting the door in Fence’s face. She snapped her fingers and a wave of shimmering green energy swept outwards, forming a large bubble around the two of them. A canister popped out of her gauntlet. She plucked it out of the air and put it into a small bag hanging from her waist.

      She took her hat off and returned her attention to Angel. Her eyes were a dull reddish-brown that set his hair on end. “My name is Magistrate Dalliah, and I’d like to hire you for a job.”

      Angel nearly choked. He flicked his head to the side and the eyepiece dropped down. Dalliah frowned but stood still as he scanned her.
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      Two pinpoints of light formed on Dalliah’s neck and heart. Angel’s eyebrows rose and he flicked the glass away. He tried to keep his gaze steady and found himself thankful for the artifact at his ear. Those numbers dwarfed anything he’d ever seen, even in the catacombs he’d turned around and walked out of. The artifact hadn’t led him astray yet. If this woman wasn’t the Magistrate, he didn’t even want to know who she was.

      “The Magistrate?” Angel asked, half expecting the woman to burst into laughter and tell him it was a joke. “There are Seekers that work directly for the city. With all due respect, why do you need me?”

      Dalliah ignored Angel’s question. She peered at one of his disassembled artifacts.

      “If you sold half the artifacts you destroyed, you’d be a very wealthy man,” she observed.

      “Not everything is about money.”

      “And that’s exactly why I’m here,” Dalliah replied. She took the artifact – a small, segmented sphere with a bundle of wires hanging loosely out of a hole in its base – and turned it over in her hand. Angel winced but said nothing.

      “I don’t follow.”

      “You aren’t motivated by money. In a job that revolves around making as much money as possible to retire before you die in the catacombs, that’s a rare trait.”

      Angel took the artifact from her as delicately as he could and hung it back on the wall. Dalliah cocked an eyebrow.

      “What do you need, then?” Angel asked. “I may not be driven by money, but I don’t work for free.”

      “I could order you to,” Dalliah said.

      “You wouldn’t have come to a no-name Seeker if you had better options,” Angel said, sitting down in his chair. “I have no clue why, but you need me for something.”

      Dalliah eyed him suspiciously. Then she sighed and massaged her forehead. “I suppose I should be glad that you’re clever. Better chances of succeeding that way.”

      “I’ve yet to agree to do anything.”

      “Fine. I’d like you to escort someone through the Barren.”

      “That’s it?” Angel asked, frowning. “Crossing the desert is hardly a difficult task for a Seeker. Why do you need me for that?”

      Dalliah pressed her lips together. “I simply need you to escort someone to Molten Ridges.”

      Angel choked for the second time that day. “Ah. You’re trying to kill me for some reason. It’s one thing to travel to a nearby city, but you’re asking me to cross the entire desert. That’s… more than a week of travel at the least. I’m a Seeker, not a Hunter.”

      “You’ve done it before,” Dalliah pointed out, crossing her arms and looming over him.

      “You’ve done your research,” Angel said. “But not all of it, Miss. That was with my Master, who was a Hunter. And that was ten years ago.”

      “Seekers have fantastic memory,” Dalliah replied. “You could do it.”

      “Even if I could, I’m not keen on the journey. Traversing the Barren is hard enough on my own, and I’m not sure I could do it. Add on another person…” Angel shrugged. “Why don’t you get a blimp or hire someone with a vehicle?”

      “Not an option,” Dalliah said curtly. “I can pay you more than adequately for the journey.”

      “I’m not interested in dying for a bit of coin.”

      “Who said anything about coin?” Dalliah asked, reaching into her pouch and pulling out a small red cube. Golden runes ran across its surface, forming intricate pictures on every single side. They faded in and out, changing before he could get a look at them. Moreover, Angel didn’t recognize any of the patterns on it.

      Angel’s eyes bulged and he had to keep himself from lunging at Dalliah.

      “A relic,” he breathed.

      “An untouched relic. I don’t even know what it does,” Dalliah said with a smug grin. “It’s yours if you take the job.”

      Angel swallowed. His fingers twitched at his side and his brain yelled at him to refuse, but both he and Dalliah knew that he’d already lost.

      “I’ve got three conditions,” Angel said, finally getting control of himself again.

      “Speak, then.”

      “Tell me who I’m escorting. You’re clearly trying to hide their identity, but I’m not going to travel the Barren with someone I don’t know. I know how to be discreet, but I won’t budge on that.”

      Dalliah didn’t respond immediately, which told Angel he’d made the right move. After nearly a minute, she clenched her hands and gave him a single nod.

      “Next, I want payment upfront,” Angel said. “I mean no offense, but I’ve been scammed one too many times to assume that you’ll pay me for such a secretive mission.”

      Surprisingly, Dalliah agreed immediately. “I expected as much.”

      “Finally, I want more than just the relic. I’m going to need around ten Vei.”

      “I thought you didn’t care about money,” Dalliah said, curling her lip in distaste. “Ten Vei is enough to buy passage on an airship.”

      “Which you would have done already if it was an option.”

      “The relic is easily worth several hundred times that if not more,” Dalliah said. “Sell it if you’re so desperate for money.”

      “The money isn’t for me,” Angel said. “It’s to hire a Hunter. There’s no way I can cross the desert on my own with dead weight. Your charge will get us both killed. Don’t worry – I’ll hire the Hunter without telling them the details of the job.”

      Dalliah let out a slow breath. She examined Angel’s face, then let out a sigh. “Fine.”

      She extended her hand. Angel shook it with his mechanical limb. She tossed him the relic. He snatched the palm-sized box from the air, cradling it like it was a child.

      “If you fail, make sure you disappear thoroughly,” Dalliah said, her eyes cold. “Because if I find you, you’ll be breathing blood for the rest of your very short life.”

      “Relax with the threats,” Angel replied. “I’m good for my word. You already know that, or we wouldn’t be talking. So, who’s my new duckling? A political prisoner? Some refugee?”

      “My daughter, Vanessa.”

      “Oh,” Angel said. “Shit.”
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      “You’ve already taken the payment,” Dalliah said, nodding at the relic in Angel’s hand. He rubbed the bridge of his nose and set the relic down on the table beside the pendant.

      “I should have asked for more.”

      “Your fault for not asking sooner,” Dalliah said, a flicker of a smirk crossing her face. “I hope you’re not going to go back on your word. That would be most… unfortunate.”

      “I already said I’m good for it,” Angel said, waving his hand wearily. “I have to ask – why does your daughter need an escort? Surely you can afford a vehicle or passage aboard a blimp.”

      “It’s not that simple,” Dalliah said, shaking her head. “The Magistrate of Brineview, Xoran, is visiting Bronze City soon. He seeks my daughter’s hand in marriage. And I’ll remind you that this information is strictly confidential. Tell it to anyone, and I’ll treat it as if you failed.”

      “Of course,” Angel said, trying not to let the fear show on his face. “So… she’s running away?”

      “I will not force my daughter to marry a disgusting man fifty years older than her,” Dalliah said, her brow furrowing. “But as much as I hate to admit it, Brineview’s military is much stronger than mine. We cannot afford to openly defy them. If they arrive and my daughter is still in the city, her fate is sealed. Things are a bit more… manageable if she’s not in the area.”

      “I see. So you’re sending her to Molten Ridges, an impartial city-state with a military that dwarfs both yours and Brineview’s. Political neutral ground, if I recall correctly. Clever. But… her way of life will change. Is she prepared for that?”

      “I’ve done what I can,” Dalliah replied. “My daughter requested this. I have arranged for her to attend Molten Ridges Academy and learn a trade of her choice. Once she is strong enough or builds connections with other powerful sources, she can return home. Furthermore, powerful people there owe me favors. They will be able to protect her. They can protect you too, if the need arises.”

      “Sounds like you’ve got it thought out,” Angel said. “In any case, I’m going to need a day or two to prepare. I’ve got to hire a Hunter, get supplies, and find a map that isn’t completely outdated if we’re going to have a chance to live through this.”

      Dalliah counted out ten shimmering coins and set them down on the table before Angel. “Do what you need but make haste. Some of the Brineview’s men are already here under the guise of diplomatic relations, and they have my daughter under watch. They’ll likely notice soon after she leaves.”

      “That should be fine,” Angel said. “Expect me tomorrow morning, before the sun has risen. Have her ready by then.”

      Dalliah pressed her lips together and nodded. “I hope we don’t have to speak again. Good luck.”

      The green bubble around them popped. The tall woman spun on her heel and strode out the door, nearly knocking Fence over as she left. She left the shop and disappeared into the crowd.

      “I’m sorry – I tried to warn you that she was coming,” Fence said. “A guard was nosing around the shop earlier, but I told them that you weren’t here. When she got here, she just bowled past me. What did she want from you? I couldn’t hear anything.”

      “Trust me, it’s better that you don’t know,” Angel replied, shifting to block Fence’s view of the relic. “Bad business. Very bad business. You’d do well to forget she ever came. Your life could depend on it.”

      Fence’s eyes widened. “That bad?”

      “She used a silence spell, Fence. What do you think?”

      Fence swallowed. Angel grabbed one of the Vei on his table and tossed it to Fence. The large merchant caught it. His eyebrows rose.

      “A Vei? Angel, you idiot. You’re not working with her, are you?”

      “That’ll be enough to cover my rent for the next two years at least,” Angel said. “And it’s more than enough to make sure my stuff doesn’t get ransacked. I expect everything to still be here when I get back.”

      Fence slipped the coin into a greasy pocket of his leather apron. “Your funeral, Angel. I’ll leave your corner alone. Are you really going to be gone for two years?”

      “Probably not, but maybe I’ll stick around the new place for a little bit. Either way, I’d like not to have to worry about my artifacts.”

      “They’ll be here. Probably.” Fence lumbered back into the shop, leaving Angel alone with his thoughts.

      The Seeker swept the remaining nine Vei into his bag and sat down at his desk. He wrapped the relic in an oilcloth from his tool crate several times. Once it was secure, he took out the wooden box and popped it open, putting the relic into it and stowing the box in his bag.

      His palm throbbed and he flinched. He caught a faint flash of purple dance across his skin. What felt like a static shock ran down his arm and coursed through his chest before fading away.

      He flicked his eyepiece down and his body lit up in an orange glow as it scanned him for the second time in a few minutes. The artifact let out a ding as it displayed his status page on the glass before him.
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      Angel frowned and shifted the eyepiece back. An unknown status was better than being poisoned, but not by much. An extra element had also shown up, but it wasn’t going to be doing him any favors in its current state.

      “Oh, now you find it. Piece of crap. Just what was that purple thing?” Angel wondered aloud. “I’m not dead yet, though. That’s good, at least.”

      He yawned, blinking the weariness out of his eyes. A glance through his dirty window showed that the sun had long since set, but Angel couldn’t bring himself to go to bed quite yet. He picked his tweezers up and carefully lifted the pendant, peering at the tiny clock within.

      There was always the possibility that it was broken, but Angel doubted it. The locking mechanism worked perfectly, so whatever Old World Magic the little metal timepiece had was just waiting for him to discover it.

      He spent nearly two hours fiddling with the pendant, but ultimately found nothing. As far as Angel could tell, there were no mechanical switches anywhere on the inside to activate it. He held back on trying magic out of fear of damaging the device. Artifacts were notoriously fragile, and the last thing he wanted to do was break the darn thing before he could figure out how it worked.

      Angel finally set the pendant down on the table and went to bed. There were so many thoughts running through his head that it took him nearly an hour to fall asleep. When he did, his dreams were filled with visions of thundering Old World Magic and the endless expanse of the Barren.

      A trickle of sunshine broke through Angel’s window, alighting on his nose and breaking his rest. With a sigh, he opened his eyes. As much as he wanted to stay in bed, there was just too much he had to take care of.

      He rolled off his mattress and pulled his clothes on, suppressing a yawn. Scanning the room, he took several of the artifacts hanging from the wall and wrapped them in oilcloth. He put them into a small travel bag and slung it over his shoulder. He wrapped the pendant as well, putting it into a pocket in his heavy coat.

      Angel picked up his board and attached it to his back, slipping out into Fence’s shop. The large man was fast asleep in his chair. Angel rolled his eyes and closed his door behind him, locking it and leaving the shop.

      Bronze City sparkled in the morning sun. The glare from the walls was bad enough to force him to avert his eyes, and the smog cloud above the city did surprisingly little to block out the harsh rays.

      His salvation came in the form of large, multicolored tarps hanging over the market. They provided some of the only shade in the city. Rays of light snuck through the gaps, illuminating some unlucky vendors with their light.

      Angel’s nose twitched as the smell of oil and deep fried dough reached his nostrils. His stomach growled and his feet changed his path of their own volition. The marketplace was already crowded, but he’d walked these streets so many times that he knew the side roads like the back of his hand.

      Most of the vendors didn’t even bother calling out to Angel as he slipped by them. They, especially the ones near Fence’s shop, knew who he was. Seekers who lived in the lower districts of Bronze City didn’t often have enough money to bother with.

      Angel emerged from a small alley into a market square with a dozen or so shoddy carts of scrap metal. All sorts of food was displayed on them, from meat pies to fried pastries. The center of the square was full of metal stools. Several people sat on them, eating breakfast and talking.

      One cart in particular caught Angel’s eye. It was nestled in the corner of the square, laden with meat pastries glistening with grease. He licked his lips and walked over, ignoring the vendors waving their food as he passed.

      “Angel!” the thin woman manning the cart exclaimed, wiping her flour-covered hands on her apron. Her clothes were stained from grease and oil, but her eyes twinkled. “That was a fast job. Only two days!”

      “It was an older catacomb,” Angel replied, grinning. “The defenses weren’t very good. It wasn’t much trouble at all. I stopped by another one on the way back. Nearly joined the Buried Gods in the process, but dying only hurts you if you die.”

      “Sure,” she replied, her eyes crinkling in amusement. She chose a golden brown pastry stuffed full of meat and vegetables. The vendor wrapped the bottom half in a napkin and handed it to Angel, who took it eagerly. “I hope you actually sold something this time. You need to move out of that disgusting shop already.”

      Angel reached into his pocket and gave her a single bronze coin. It vanished into her apron and he gave her a sheepish grin.

      “One of the monsters had a green core. I sold that,” Angel said.

      “But not the artifact?”

      Angel shrugged. She rolled her eyes and grabbed a thin metal tube. She started rolling out the ball of dough on the small counter in front of her.

      “I don’t know what your obsession is with Old World Magic, Angel. It nearly ended the world. Maybe it should be left alone and kept within the artifacts. No good is going to come from trying to learn it.”

      “The world already ended. I’m just trying to help rebuild it,” Angel replied. He took a bite out of the pastry. Juice dripped down his chin and his eyes nearly rolled into the back of his head at the explosion of flavor. The rich, fatty meat paired perfectly with a plethora of spices and vegetables that he couldn’t even begin to think about naming.

      “I’m worried about you. Nothing good has ever come from messing with Old World Magic. Even the Scholars just try to identify the artifacts. If they can’t figure out how to use it, how can you?”

      “They’re greedy,” Angel replied. He took another bite of the pastry and swallowed before speaking again. “Artifacts break if you use them wrong, and they’re too scared to lose the power they’ve gotten from them. Imagine what we could do if the magic weren’t trapped in hunks of metal.”

      “Probably blow each other up with it again,” she replied, giving him a small smile.

      “Bah, we can already do that. It’s not like New World Magic is scarce. Everyone and their mother has a gauntlet now, and the newer models can even recycle the canisters. It wasn’t the Old World Magic that destroyed the world. It was the people who wielded it.”

      The merchant rolled her eyes and reached over the cart to flick Angel on the forehead.

      “Just don’t blow yourself up. I’d hate to lose my best customer.”

      Angel grimaced. His mouth opened. Then he closed it again. If people realized he’d disappeared at the same time as the Magistrate’s daughter, it wouldn’t be hard for them to track down his acquaintances.

      “About that,” Angel said, frowning. “I’m going on a mission. A long one. Few weeks, maybe more. I don’t really know.”

      “Really? That’s new. You never leave Bronze City for long,” she said, cocking her head. “Where are you going?”

      “Red Trellis,” Angel lied, a knot forming in his stomach. The city in question was in the exact opposite direction from where he was heading. “I probably won’t be in the city much, though. Mostly just exploring.”

      “I see,” the merchant said. She gave him a small smile. “Well, I expect to see you back soon enough. You’re not allowed to die, you hear me?”

      “Yes, Mom,” Angel said, laughing. He pulled a Vei from his bag, hiding it in his palm. He reached out to shake her hand. She accepted, her eyebrows raising as she felt the coin press against her skin.

      Angel held a finger to his lips and winked. Then he pulled away and slipped into the crowd before she could say anything. He finished off the last of his meal as he walked, licking the tips of his fingers before crumpling the synthetic napkin and tossing it into a bin at the side of the road.

      He wiped the last of the grease off on his pants and made his way in the direction of his original destination – The Hunter’s Rest. The top of the huge building acted like a beacon as Angel weaved past people and merchants toward it.

      It was four stories high and towered over the surrounding buildings. Pipes wove in and out of its wall, valves belching out smog beside them. The smell of liquor emanating from it was strong enough to burn Angel’s nostrils.

      He pulled out his thick scarf, concealing the lower half of his face as he pushed past the small crowd at the door and stepped inside a large room.

      Dozens of tables had been arranged wherever they could fit. A huge bar covered the entire back wall, and several bartenders in black uniforms moved to and fro from their patrons. Many of the tables were occupied by hardy-looking men and women covered in weaponry.

      Beside the bar was a massive board covered with papers that had been pinned to it with daggers. Angel walked up to the seat in the bar closest to the board and pulled the metal stool out. He sat down to wait.

      It didn’t take long for a bartender to show up before him. He had a pointed moustache and a thin, angular face. A small orb hovered in the air beside him.

      “What can I get for you today?”

      “Water, please,” Angel said. “And I’d like to hire a Hunter.”

      The bartender reached under the divider and pulled out a metal cup. He pulled a hose out and filled the cup with water, then set it on the table in front of Angel.

      “The board is behind you. You’re free to put up a request.”

      “I need something a little more discreet,” Angel said. He didn’t bother lowering his tone – it would have made him look more suspicious, and it was already so loud in the building that he doubted anyone could hear him anyway.

      “Ah,” the bartender said. “I see. That would be different. Do you have the coin?”

      Angel nodded. “I’ve got enough.”

      “What’s the job?”

      “I need an escort to Molten Ridges.”

      The bartender paused before answering. “Buried Gods. That… thins the pool of Hunters significantly. Not many are willing to cross the Barren on foot, and for good reason. Are you sure you’ve got the coin?”

      “Starting offer is five Vei,” Angel said. “And I’d consider counteroffers.”

      The other man did a remarkable job of not looking surprised. His features only changed for an instant before he got them back under control.

      “You might get some bites for that,” the bartender allowed. “How soon do you need a Hunter?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “I see. I’ll put out the word that someone is seeking a Hunter for a dangerous trip, then. Would you like to accompany me to a private room?”

      “That might be best,” Angel said.

      The bartender opened a small barrier blocking the entrance to the backside of the counter. Angel took his water and walked in. He followed the bartender through a small door and down a narrow, dimly lit hallway until they reached a circular shaft with chains running down to a small metal disk on the ground. Small boxes covered the connections and a small red lever protruded from the wall beside it.

      “Please step onto the elevator,” the bartender said. “It will take you to a private room. If there are any Hunters willing to consider the offer, they will join you shortly.”

      Angel got onto the platform. The bartender pulled the lever and the platform jerked upwards. Chains clinked as it lifted him past the first floor and up into the building. It shuddered and swung, banging up against the walls of the shaft.

      He managed to avoid spilling most of his water, which he considered a success. Angel squinted at the faint blue lights glimmering within the lines powering the Magitech in the walls, but he already knew all of the runes within it.

      After almost a minute, it ground to a halt. A puff of lukewarm steam that smelled of mildew hit Angel in the face as a door hissed open. He walked off the elevator, looking around the room he’d been deposited in. There was a small metal desk with two stools beside it. The room had no windows or other decorations.

      Angel sat down in one of the chairs. He raised the scarf just enough to take a long drink of water. Then he set the cup down on the table and rocked back in his chair. With nothing else to do, he stared at the hallway and let the seconds tick by.

      The seconds turned to minutes, and those turned to hours. Angel’s fingers drummed impatiently on his knees. He longed to take the pendant out and start examining it again, but he restrained himself. It wouldn’t surprise him if the Hunter’s Rest had some way to observe him remotely. His palm throbbed slightly, but it looked normal when he examined it again.

      A rattle broke the silence. Angel nearly fell off his chair but managed to catch and right himself. He brushed his hair with his hands and readjusted his scarf, trying to look as professional as possible.
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      The chug of gears and the hiss of Magitech pistons reached Angel’s ears. He shifted so that he could get a better look at the dark elevator shaft and crossed his hands, straightening his back. A minute later, the platform ground to a halt and a dull clang rang through the room.

      A Hunter strode from the shadows, a large triangular hat perched on their head. Their face was completely obscured by a scarred metal mask with two tubes near the mouth that led to a small tank at their side. Their clothes were heavy canvas with metal plates over vital areas. Dozens of pouches that Angel suspected housed artifacts were distributed across their body.

      The Hunter sat down in the chair across from Angel. He stared into their eyes, but could see only darkness behind them.

      “You want to cross the desert?” the Hunter asked. Their voice came out metallic and static, making it impossible to determine their age or gender.

      “I do,” Angel said. “Have you made the crossing before?”

      “Yes. Not escorting someone, but I’ve made it. Before we continue, show me the coin. I’ll not be wasting my time if you don’t have it.”

      Angel reached into his pouch and stacked five Vei on the table in front of him, not taking his eyes off the Hunter the entire time. “Happy?”

      “For now. Why do you need to cross?”

      “Is that relevant?”

      “No, actually. Just curiosity,” the Hunter admitted. “Five Vei will get you a one-way trip. No promises about the way back, and I don’t know how long I’ll stick around our destination.”

      “That’s fine,” Angel said. “But why should I hire you? I need a Hunter, but I’m going to need some proof that you’re capable enough. How do I know that you won’t just gut me the moment we leave Bronze City and take my money?”

      “The Hunter’s Guild would wring me alive,” the Hunter replied. They let out a burst of static that Angel realized was probably a laugh. “The money is good, but I have no plans of dying for it.”

      “Sensible,” Angel said. “In that case, how do I know that you’re good enough to keep us alive?”

      “It looks bad on the guild if a Hunter fails. They wouldn’t have sent someone unqualified for the task. Besides, it doesn’t look like you’re going to have much of a choice. How many other Hunters showed up?”

      “How’d you know that?” Angel asked, the corners of his lips turning down in a scowl.

      “You just told me.”

      Angel winced. He wished he could get a better look at the Hunter’s face, but he got the feeling they didn’t have any plans of taking their mask off.

      “There will be two of us,” Angel said finally. “We’re leaving tomorrow morning, before the sun rises.”

      The Hunter cocked their head, examining Angel. “Nobody said anything about two people.”

      Angel wordlessly put another Vei on the stack. The Hunter reached out and swept the coins across the table and into one of their bags.

      “Pleasure doing business with you…”

      “Angel,” Angel said, extending his hand. The Hunter shook it.

      “You can call me Cowl.”

      “A pleasure, Cowl,” Angel said. “Be at the city gates an hour before the sun rises tomorrow.”

      Cowl gave him a single nod. It was hard to be certain, but Angel decided Cowl was probably a man due to the stocky build. Cowl stepped onto the elevator and pulled the lever. The elevator descended into the darkness, leaving nothing but the rattling of chains in its wake.

      It returned a minute or two later to collect Angel. He got on, leaving the water behind, and descended into the darkness. When the elevator reached the ground, he hopped off and quickly departed Hunter’s Rest.

      The sun had already started to set, positioning itself in the perfect spot to shine in Angel’s eyes. He raised a hand in annoyance, scurrying to shelter in the tight alleys to avoid its glare.

      Angel dropped by the marketplace and bought a pack of rations and two large water skins for fifty Vex, which made his travel purse considerably lighter. There was food in the Barren, but it was safer to carry the extra weight than starve to death halfway to their destination. He also managed to find a map for another ten Vex. It only covered the surrounding area, but it was better than nothing. He didn’t normally need a map to travel the Barren, but it was better to be safe than sorry.

      He made his way back toward Fence’s shop, bobbing and weaving through the crowd in case anyone had followed him. Angel didn’t have any reason to think he was being watched, but it never hurt to be careful. After all, he was about to sneak the Magistrate’s daughter out of the city. The less people saw him, the better.

      Fence was sitting in his chair and examining a sword when Angel got back. The large merchant grunted a greeting, not even looking up at him.

      “Hello to you too,” Angel said, going to his room. He closed the door behind him and set his travel pack on the ground. He scanned the walls, checking the hundreds of artifacts and trying to decide if any were worth bringing.

      Most of them were either broken or so damaged that there was no point bringing them along. Angel sighed and sat down in his chair. He pulled out the pendant and the clamshell and set them on the table.

      It took him a few minutes to get the pendant open once again. The motions that the clamshell made were almost exactly the ones he’d memorized, although there were a few he’d gotten wrong. Angel went back over the process in his mind, then turned his attention to the pendant.

      He spent the next few hours hunched over the table tinkering with the artifact. Unfortunately, just like the previous day, it was entirely unresponsive to his attempts. By the time Angel gave up, night had fallen.

      He closed the pendant and the clamshell, wrapping them both and returning them to his pocket. Then he turned the light off at his desk and went to bed.

      The following morning, long before the sun had a chance to rise, Angel rolled out of bed. He stretched his arms and legs out with a yawn. His palm throbbed and a ripple of purple traveled under his skin, prickling like ice water. He used the artifact to check his status once more, but he was unsurprised to find that nothing had changed.

      More than anything, he wanted to examine the relic. But he knew himself well enough to know that when he started examining the red cube, he wouldn’t be able to stop. Moreover, he couldn’t let anyone know it existed. It would be a long time before he was alone enough to get any good work in on his prize, so he did his best to push it out of his mind.

      Angel attached the silver board to his back and scanned the room one more time in case he’d missed something important. He couldn’t find anything, so he slung his travel pack over his shoulder and silently slipped out of his room.

      Fence was snoring loudly in the shop. Angel rolled his eyes as he locked his door behind him and left, closing the outer door as quietly as he could to avoid waking the man. It let out several defiant squeaks, but the large merchant could sleep through just about anything.

      The sun had yet to rise over Bronze City. The streets were chilly and the smell of oil hung in the air. Angel shivered as he made his way toward the eastern side of the city, where the Magistrate’s estate was located.

      There weren’t as many people out as Angel was used to. A short merchant prepared his cart for the day, hanging drab rugs and curtains up for display. Another man had started to prepare breakfast, but all Angel could smell was ash.

      Sickly orange light from the kerosene lamps lining the streets extended the shadows and warped them grotesquely. A slight wind moaned through the streets, ruffling Angel’s hair. He frowned and pulled his scarf up, wrapping his face to protect it.

      He arrived at the Magistrate’s estate a short walk later. It was large, although it was far from being the largest building in the city. It was three stories high, with iron and bronze walls carved with symbols depicting strength and prosperity. The building was fenced off on all sides by black iron with spikes at the top.

      A lone guard stood at the front gate. He wore thick metal armor that made him stand nearly two heads taller than a normal human. Each plate was several inches thick. Two tubes ran from a massive canister on his back to his arms and legs, delivering green energy that ran through the armor with an intimidating hum.

      He didn’t show an ounce of interest in Angel. He kept his gaze pointed up at the smog-filled sky. Angel gathered his wits and approached the man confidently. The guard noticed his approach when he was nearly upon him, shifting his armored head slightly.

      The guard nudged the gate open just enough for Angel to squeeze through. He averted his gaze as Angel passed. Angel made his way to the front door and pressed on the polished metal handle.

      It swung open silently, revealing a beautiful interior. A gold-plated chandelier hung from the ceiling, casting strange shadows over beautiful red carpets and a table made of mahogany. A young woman waited in front of the table, her hands clenched and lips thin.

      If Angel had to guess, he would have said she was a year or so younger than he was. She had sharp, intelligent features with striking similarity to Dalliah. Her skin was pale, unblemished by the scorching desert sun. The woman’s most striking feature was her eyes. They were a pale red, like twin rubies. She swallowed as Angel inspected her.

      “Are you just going to stand there and look at me?” she whispered.

      “Sorry,” Angel replied in the same low tones. “Let’s go. I got lost in thought.”

      She shifted away from the table and followed him. Angel closed the door behind them as silently as he could. They started toward the gate. Then he frowned.

      “Where’s the guard?”

      “Guard? My mom ordered the watch to skip tonight to prepare for a ceremony so nobody would see you when you arrived,” she said, giving him a baffled look.

      “Shit,” Angel cursed. “Someone knew I was going to be here. We need to move. Now.”

      He grabbed the girl’s hand and set off at a brisk jog, ducking into the alleys and weaving toward the exit. A part of him wanted to drop everything and sprint, but that would draw too much attention. His mind churned as he tried to figure out why a fake guard would let him in before running off, but he didn’t have enough time to think about it.

      “What’s going on?” Dalliah’s daughter whispered. “What guard are you talking about?”

      “I’ll explain later. No time now,” Angel replied, darting out the gate and turning down an alley. He slowed to a brisk walk after a few minutes, then peeked out at the main street.

      A troop of guards, all wearing the same armor as the first man, were striding down the street away from them.

      “Are there always this many guards at night?” Angel muttered, mostly to himself.

      “Yes,” Vanessa replied. “Mom keeps the streets safe. There’s at least one guard at every major intersection, and —”

      “Time to move,” Angel said abruptly as the guards turned a corner. “Unless you’ve got anything particularly important that you have to add?”

      Vanessa shook her head. They emerged into the main street. “Walk normally and keep your eyes straight ahead. Pull up your hood as well.”

      She followed his instructions and Angel let go of her hand. He put his own hands into his pockets and forced himself to move at his normal pace. The towering gates grew closer. They were still half-open, of course. The city only closed the gates when it was under siege, which didn’t happen as often as it used to. They passed another troop of guards and Angel tensed as he felt their gazes wash over him. However, they weren’t stopped.

      As usual, several merchants had already set up near the gates. They didn’t have many customers yet, and most of them didn’t look particularly interested in trying to catch Angel’s attention this early in the morning.

      He could scarcely believe his luck as they walked out of Bronze City and into the cold, early morning desert without a single person bothering them. That didn’t shake the feeling of unease hanging over him, but it did a lot to reduce it.

      A lone figure broke away from the wall and joined them. He held his sword at his side in a loose grip. The blade was soaked red. He flicked it, splattering blood onto the sand. The girl flinched, but Angel put a comforting hand on her shoulder.

      “Don’t worry, he’s with us. This is Cowl,” Angel said.

      “Hello,” she said, holding a hand over her heart. “I’m Vanessa.”

      “Pleasure. Unfortunately, we don’t have time for introductions. We need to leave,” Cowl said. “Do you have a way to travel quickly through the desert?”

      Angel and Vanessa both nodded. Angel grabbed the board from his back and tossed it to the ground. Vanessa reached down and pressed something on her boots, which let up with a faint blue glow. Cowl examined them, then rolled his neck. Two paper thin translucent wings unfurled out from his back, fluttering to life with a dull hum.

      “Follow me,” Cowl said, shooting off into the desert.

      Vanessa broke into a jog and leaped forward, the light under her feet growing brighter as she skated across the sand with increasing speed.

      “Great. She’s a walking spotlight,” Angel grumbled, leaning forward to accelerate his board. He easily caught up with the other two and reduced his speed to stay in pace with them.

      “Interesting board,” Cowl called over the hum of his wings and the wind rushing by them. “Old World Magic?”

      “Yep,” Angel replied. “Got it a few years ago. I can’t go back to using anything else.”

      “Why?” Vanessa asked. “It’s much bulkier than skates, and they’re not even that expensive anymore. They only cost a Vei.”

      Cowl suppressed a laugh and Angel nearly fell off his board.

      “Only a Vei? Only?” Angel exclaimed. “That’s a few months’ salary! Besides, my board will run your sad little skates into the ground. Old World Magic dwarfs most of what we’ve got now.”

      “You’d have more money if you didn’t spend all your time tinkering with artifacts,” Vanessa said.

      “You sound like my landlord,” Angel said. “Your mom talked to you about me, then?”

      “Of course she did. I wasn’t going to travel with some… stranger.”

      Cowl glanced at her and let out a small chuckle. “What am I?”

      “You don’t count. You’re a Hunter,” Vanessa said, not sounding certain of her own words.
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      They traveled for the next few minutes in silence. Angel continued glancing over his shoulder to see if anyone had followed them, but Bronze City was fading quickly into the distance without any signs of pursuit.

      “I don’t suppose your fancy shoes turn off?” Angel asked. “The bright light is kind of a beacon for anyone trying to follow us. Why do they even do that?”

      “They don’t,” Vanessa said crossly. “And they glow because they’re the latest model. It helps you see where you’re going at night.”

      “That’s stupid,” Angel said. “We’re going to have to remove that part. I’m not going to travel with walking Vyrg bait.”

      Vanessa’s face paled at the name of the monster. “They’re not here… are they? I thought Vyrgs stayed in the center of the desert.”

      “They’re everywhere,” Angel replied. “They just don’t bother with lone humans often. There’s no reason to entice them by dressing up like a fairy, though.”

      “You act as if you’ve seen a Vyrg.”

      “I have,” Angel said flatly. “Watched it crush an entire caravan. They had some great artifacts.”

      Vanessa gaped in horror. “You robbed them?”

      “They were dead. It’s not like they needed the artifacts anymore,” Angel replied.

      Before Vanessa could reply, Cowl raised a hand. They slowed to a stop. The strange Hunter’s wings retracted into their back and they touched down on the sand. Angel hopped off his board and Vanessa’s twinkly shoes turned off.

      “What’s wrong?” Angel asked.

      “We’re far enough away from the city to speak without worrying about getting caught. And the Seeker is right – your skates need to go. You’re giving away our position to the entire desert.”

      “Fine,” Vanessa said, a worried frown crossing her face. “But how do we get rid of the lights? I don’t think there’s an off switch.”

      “We can break the lights,” Cowl said.

      “Break them? But… I don’t have any others!” Vanessa’s face fell, but the blank gaze of Cowl’s mask was too much to argue with. With a sad sigh, she started to take her boots off.

      “I can turn them off without destroying the skates,” Angel said. “It won’t take me long. Do you think we can spare the time?”

      “Five minutes,” Cowl said, cocking his head. “You know enough about skates to modify them? You don’t even have your own pair.”

      “I suppose we’ll find out,” Angel replied, taking the boots from Vanessa and turning them over. The bottom of each shoe had a thin strip of metal with several tiny valves and a canister. Miniscule lines ran from the canister, crisscrossing the sole.

      Angel’s mechanical arm let out a hiss of steam and needlelike points emerged from his fingertips. His eyepiece dropped down and magnified the lines. He traced them from the canister, muttering to himself as his fingers fluttered over the shoes.

      After a few moments, Angel nodded to himself. He reached into the bag at his side, digging around and pulling out a thin metal tool with a pointed tip. He channeled magic in his left hand and a small spark of blue light flared at the tip. Angel pressed it against one of the lines. He repeated the process on the other shoe, then handed them back to Vanessa.

      “I can fix that when we arrive,” Angel said. “I just interrupted the connection by breaking a small line. It won’t take more than a minute or two.”

      “You figured out how skates worked enough to modify them within a few minutes?” Cowl asked doubtfully.

      “Who would’ve thought,” Angel said dryly. “Spending all your time dismantling artifacts gives a slight advantage when examining other magical items.”

      Cowl grunted. “I might have a few things for you to look at. Broke some tools on my last job.”

      “I’ll give them a glance for the right amount of coin,” Angel said, a grin tugging at his lips. He got the feeling that Cowl was scowling at him.

      The Hunter shook his head and gestured for Vanessa to put her shoes back on. “Time’s ticking. There’s another reason that I had us stop.”

      “What is it?” Vanessa asked, nervously looking into the desert from where they’d come.

      “Somebody knew you were going to try to escape the city today. That means it’s not unreasonable to assume that they know where we’re going.”

      “Hold on,” Angel said, a frown crossing his face. “How do you know that?”

      Cowl turned to face Angel, giving him a better look at the short sword strapped to his waist. Traces of brownish-red blood had dried on the sword. Angel drew in a sharp breath as he remembered Cowl flicking the blood off his weapon after they'd left the city.

      “The guard,” he realized. “You killed him?”

      “Right after he ran off to report to his superiors,” Cowl confirmed. “I didn’t have time to dispose of his body properly, so I left it in an alley.”

      Vanessa put a hand over her mouth. “You killed someone?”

      “I was just doing my job,” Cowl replied with a careless shrug. He nodded in Angel’s direction. “I got hired to protect you two starting yesterday. Having a bunch of guards hot on our tail would have made my job considerably more difficult.”

      “You tailed me,” Angel said, thinking back over the day. “Either that or you waited outside my house until I left this morning.”

      “Both, actually,” Cowl said. “You’re not bad, but I’ve tracked people many times more elusive than you’ll ever be. It wasn’t hard. When I knew where you lived, I showed up today to see who our travel companion would be. I didn’t expect it to be the Magistrate’s daughter, but all I care about in the end is the coin.”

      Vanessa backed a step away from Cowl, who snapped his fingers impatiently. “The reason I’m mentioning this is that we’re likely going to have to hide the girl’s identity in any city we pass through. Word travels faster than men do.”

      “The way you say that makes me think you’ve already taken care of the issue,” Angel said suspiciously.

      The Hunter chuckled. He reached into a pack at his side and pulled out a heavy brown scarf, which he tossed at Vanessa.

      “Simple is best. Just cover up and don’t talk to anyone if you can avoid it. Nobody will ever suspect a thing.”

      “But that’s almost already what we’re doing,” Vanessa said, frowning. She wrapped the scarf around her face, masking all the features below her nose in a way that made it clear that this wasn’t the first time she’d concealed her identity.

      “The best lies are the ones you don’t tell,” Cowl replied. “Don’t take it off. Actually…”

      He dug around in his pouch and pulled out a bundle of straw. It expanded in his hands, turning into a conical hat. Cowl set it on Vanessa’s head and pulled the strap around her chin.

      “Keep this low over your eyes. That ruby red could be a big giveaway if someone knows who you are. I doubt we’ll have trouble there, but better safe than sorry. Just pretend like your face was scarred.”

      Vanessa bit her lip and nodded. Cowl’s wings unfurled from his back and he fluttered into the air. “Then we’ve taken care of the preliminary business. Let’s get moving. The closest city is Dune Valley, and it’s a little more than a day of travel. I want to put more distance between us and Bronze City before we make camp.”

      “We’re going to be sleeping in the desert? I read that monsters often come out at night. Is that true?”

      “That’s largely a myth,” Angel said, hopping onto his board. It powered up and floated into the air. He and Cowl sent Vanessa an expectant look. She frowned and activated her boots. They set off across the desert again.

      “Monsters roam the Barren at just about any time of day,” Angel called over the wind. “Most of them don’t care for humans, though. The really dangerous ones are usually in the center, and we’re in the outskirts. Although you aren’t entirely wrong. Many of the more dangerous monsters hunt at night.”

      “So why did you need to hire a Hunter?”

      “Well, I don’t like to bet my life on usually. It’s also safer to travel in groups. Monsters aren’t the only threats in the Barren,” Angel said grimly. “Of course, there are catacombs everywhere. If you go into any of those, the monsters are almost certain to attack you. They tend to be very aggressive. Nobody knows why, but I think it’s Old Magic.”

      “I don’t think we can just stumble across a catacomb, though, right? That shouldn’t be an issue,” Vanessa said. “The book Seeker’s Travels said that they’re very hard to find; though my mom said you can fall into them accidentally on occasion.”

      Angel bit back a laugh. “If people just stumbled into catacombs all the time, I wouldn’t have much of a job. Catacombs are hard to find. They’re always shifting and changing location, and it’s usually not hard to get out if you fall in. After all, catacombs are meant to protect the treasure inside of them. If people leave them alone, that counts as a success. The information from your book sounds more accurate than your mother’s. Do you read a lot?”

      “It’s most of what I did,” Vanessa replied. “Theology, Seeking, Tinkering, everything. Even the Buried Gods. The only thing I couldn’t find much on was magic, but that’s because my mom deemed it too dangerous.”

      “The Buried Gods are myths,” Angel said. “And if they aren’t, they’re nothing but husks now. If there were still gargantuan creatures of flesh and metal the size of a mountain roaming around, someone would have found them.”

      “They’re not,” Cowl said. “I’ve seen one near the center of the desert. It was as dead as the sand, but they’re no myth.”

      “Seriously?” Angel asked, nearly falling off his board.

      “Believe me or not. I don’t care.”

      They lapsed into silence, speeding through the desert as the sun moved overhead, beating down on them. If they’d been walking, they would have cooked alive.

      Even with the churning wind whipping past their faces, Angel could still feel his clothes heating up to an uncomfortable level. The group traveled most of the day, only stopping once for a few minutes to eat and drink.

      When the sun started to set, Angel held up a hand. They slowed near the top of a large dune. The winds had picked up and a strong chill was setting in over the desert.

      “We’ll stop here for the night,” Angel said.

      “But there’s still light out,” Vanessa said. “Shouldn’t we go a little farther?”

      “No,” Angel replied. “The monsters will start waking up soon. It’s best that we aren’t moving when they do. Outskirts or not, we’d prefer to avoid as many unwelcome visitors as possible.”

      Angel got off his board and slung it over his back. Cowl reached into one of his bags, revealing a small blue tube. He popped the cap off and it expanded in his hands, transforming into a fluffy sleeping bag that he tossed onto the ground.

      Vanessa deactivated her skates and sat down on the sand, pulling out her own bedroll. She fiddled with it until it popped open. It wasn’t hard to tell that it was of a substantially higher quality than Cowl’s.

      With a yawn, Angel pulled the pendant out of his pocket. He found the clamshell in his bag and set it out as well. He went through the process of opening the artifact, this time with a pleased smile when he remembered everything correctly.

      His arm clicked and whirred as he extended the points on his fingers. He flicked his eyepiece down and an orange pinpoint of light blinked to life, illuminating the locket and zooming in on it.

      “What are you doing?” Vanessa asked him.

      “Trying to figure out how this artifact works,” Angel replied without looking away from it.

      “Isn’t that what Tinkerers do? I thought you were a Seeker,” Vanessa said.

      “Tinkerers figure out how to use an artifact. That’s different,” Angel replied. “They’re too scared to learn Old World Magic. They just use what already exists and pray it doesn’t break.”

      “There’s a reason for that,” Cowl said dryly. “Old World Magic tends to have very destructive consequences when it goes wrong.”

      “I’m well aware,” Angel replied, glancing down at his mechanical arm. “I was a bit too impatient in my youth.”

      “You’re still a kid,” Cowl scoffed. “And considering that you’re still fiddling with Old World Magic, you haven’t learned much either.”

      Angel shrugged.

      “Wait, that’s your actual arm?” Vanessa asked, peering closer at Angel. “I thought it was just a really elaborate gauntlet.”

      “It’s both. Works better than my old arm ever did.”

      He demonstrated the perfect range of motion in the limb. Cowl tilted his head to the side.

      “How is it powered? You’ve been using that thing all day, but I haven’t seen you expend a single canister.”

      A grin stretched across Angel’s face. “It doesn’t need canisters.”

      Cowl drew in a slight breath. “Old World Magic? You found an entire arm and attached it to yourself? That must have been worth… who knows how much. Enough to retire in Skyloft for sure.”

      “Nope,” Angel replied. “Didn’t find it. I made it.”

      Cowl fumbled with his pack, nearly spilling his dinner into the sand. He looked up at Angel.

      “You’re lying.”

      “Why would I lie?”

      “The alternative would be that you know Old World Magic, and that’s impossible.”

      “I’m far from the first,” Angel said with a scoff. “I promise that half the Magistrates in the larger cities have at least a little of it as well. And saying I know it is a bit generous. I dabble.”

      “How did you learn enough to make an entire arm, then?” Cowl pressed.

      “What do you think I’m doing with all those artifacts?” Angel asked. “If I hadn’t been making any progress, I would have just sold them already.”

      “Can you cast something?” Vanessa asked. “With Old World Magic. It doesn’t need canisters, right? It just… happens.”

      “I don’t know nearly enough to do that,” Angel said, laughing. “There are just as many types of Old World Magic as there are artifacts in the world. I’ve barely scratched the surface, but look what it can do. Just imagine what the future could hold if I can discover more of it.”

      “Probably an explosion and an Angel-shaped pile of ash,” Cowl said, lowering his head and lifting his mask slightly to eat a strip of jerky. He didn’t reveal a single part of his face the entire time.

      Angel just grunted. A small spark of magic sprang to his fingertips and he brought them close to the pendant. The faint blue energy flickered and popped. A tiny arc leaped into the watch, skipping across its surface and sliding inside the artifact.

      There was a single tick as the second hand of the clock ticked forward once. Angel blinked. Nothing else happened.

      “That has to be the worst clock I’ve ever seen,” Cowl said, peering over at it. “Some Old World Magic.”

      “I’ll figure it out soon enough,” Angel said. There were too many distractions at the moment, so he closed the pendant and put it away. He opened the bag of empty canisters on his waist and pulled five of them out, laying them on the ground in front of him.

      “You know how to fill canisters too?” Cowl asked.

      “I can’t afford to buy filled canisters,” Angel replied. “My Master taught me how to make them. It’s not too bad once you get some practice in, and making them on the field can be convenient.”

      His fingertips danced across one of the canisters, pressing and prodding it. The top twisted open, allowing access to the glass container within the metal casing. Angel summoned a spark of magic once more, then delicately held it with his mechanical arm.

      Metal flashed as he pulled and stretched on the spark like dough, twisting it into an elaborate shape in the air. After a few minutes, he raised the canister with his normal hand and pressed the magic into it. The canister snapped closed with a hiss, sealing itself. A tiny puff of steam rose from a vent on its side.

      “Not bad,” Cowl said as Angel clipped the canister into the holster on his arm.

      “Gee, thanks,” Angel said, starting on the next one. “I live for your praise.”

      “My mom just has them made,” Vanessa said. “She said learning how to make them was a waste of time and effort. That’s especially ironic now that I’m going to school to learn just that.”

      “Well, not everybody’s mom is a walking moneybag,” Angel replied and finished the canister. “Some of us work for a living.”

      “The Magistrate does a lot of work,” Cowl admonished Angel. “They keep the city in order. It would be chaos without them.”

      Angel just scoffed. He finished the remaining canisters and found a strip of jerky, eating it as he unrolled his blanket on the ground. Angel wrapped himself up and lay down. The sand was cold and rough beneath him, but it wasn’t anything that he hadn’t dealt with before.

      “Wake me when it’s time for my shift,” Angel said, and within minutes, he was fast asleep.
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      Something nudged Angel in the side. His eyes snapped open and he rolled over, his face crinkled in annoyance. Cowl poked Angel with his foot again.

      “Your watch,” Cowl said in a low tone. “I did the first half of the night. I don’t think the girl has any experience in the desert, so you’ll have to take the second.”

      “You don’t say?” Angel asked, glancing over at Vanessa, who was snoring slightly in her sleep. Her mouth was wide open and one of her hands hung over the edge of her sleeping bag.

      He sat up, unwrapping the blanket and sitting down on top of it as Cowl made his way into his sleeping bag and crawled inside.

      After a few minutes, Angel reached inside his bag of artifacts. He dug around and pulled out a small orb made up of dozens of tiny plates. He sent a spark of magic into it and the orb spun to life with a quiet whirr.

      It blinked once with blue light before the plates shifted, expanding outwards. The orb floated into the air above them, where it hovered in the darkness, occasionally sending out faint beams of light that scanned the surrounding area. The artifact was a sentry of sorts, and he’d used it several times. It had never found anything, but he’d never been attacked when he was using it either. He pulled the pendant out of his pocket and stared at it.

      He desperately wanted to start on the relic but showing it to Cowl would be a horrible idea. Anyone would be tempted by the wealth it promised. Besides, there was still a chance to discover something with the pendant.

      Of all the artifacts he found, only around a quarter actually worked. Less than half of that number did anything remotely useful, and Angel broke the majority of those trying to figure out how they functioned.

      Of the few artifacts that remained, only one or two would be made in a way that Angel even had a chance of deciphering the Old World Magic within them. It happened less than once every few years.

      Angel pressed his lips together and pulled the full force of his magic to his fingertips. A miniscule blue spark flickered to life. He hunched over the pendant and got to work.

      Hours crept by. The sun rose on the horizon, small rays of light breaking through the shadows. Angel put the pendant away and stretched. He retrieved the floating ball, wrapping it and putting it back into his bag.

      By the time he started to pack his blanket away, Cowl had already woken. The masked Hunter pressed a switch on a small panel in his sleeping bag and it condensed into a tube. He popped the cap on and tucked it away.

      Angel nudged Vanessa awake with his shoe. She groaned and rolled over, burying her face in her bedroll.

      “Five more minutes. I’m sleeping.”

      “Not any more you aren’t,” Angel said. “Time to get moving.”

      Vanessa groaned. She rolled over, blinking up at the pale blue sky. A flicker of fear passed over her features. She sat up and rolled out of bed.

      Angel unfurled his map and studied it. It was almost entirely blank, aside from a few major landmarks. The stars gave him a decent bearing on where he was, but it still took a little time.

      “We should reach Dune Valley today,” Angel said. “A few hours before night if we’re lucky.”

      Once everyone had packed up, the three had a quick breakfast and resumed their trek across the desert. The day passed quickly.

      A short while after the sun hit its peak and started downwards again, Cowl started to move faster. He and Vanessa accelerated as well. The girl’s face went from relaxed to concentrated. Angel flew closer to her.

      “Can you move at this speed? You don’t look relaxed,” Angel called.

      “I’ve never gone this fast,” Vanessa replied, not looking away from the ground. “My mom never let me in case I fell.”

      “Cowl, we need to slow down,” Angel said. “Taking a tumble right now would not be ideal.”

      Cowl glanced over his shoulder and nodded, letting up on the speed. To Angel’s surprise, they slowed to a stop. Cowl unclipped the sword from his side.

      “Get ready to fight or run. Whichever you’re better at,” Cowl said, rolling his shoulders. “Something’s on our tail.”

      “Are you sure?” Vanessa asked, her face paling. “I don’t see anything.”

      Angel’s fingers fluttered over the canisters on his arm. Lightning tended to be the most commonly applicable spell, which was why he liked to have three prepared at any given time. He found the appropriate canister and put it into the slot in his arm.

      “Where are they coming from?” Angel asked. “And any idea what it is?”

      “Something large,” Cowl replied. He nodded in the direction they’d come from. “Somewhere over there, but I don’t know where it’ll emerge. It’s underground and approaching quickly.”

      “Vanessa, back up a little,” Angel ordered. She hurried to comply.

      A faint rumble started to shake the sand beneath Angel’s feet.

      “Get ready,” Cowl warned. “It’s almost on us.”

      The ground exploded and a massive gray blur launched skyward. The beast crashed to the earth, pelting them with sand. It had four spindly legs and a bulbous abdomen akin to a spider’s. Four black eyes the size of Angel’s fist focused on them. Saliva dripped from its yellowed fangs and splattered against the sand, melting through it. The beast opened its mouth and screeched.

      Angel’s eyepiece dropped and magic tickled his skin, lighting the monster up with orange light as he scanned it.

      
        
        Race: Warg

        Status: Healthy

        Level 51

        Information accuracy: 53%

        Strength: 62

        Intelligence: 12

        Nimbleness: 19

        Toughness: 37

        Rating: Incredibly Dangerous

        Weak point(s): Not Enough Information (0/100)

        Element(s): Earth, Poison

        Error: Unable to analyze further. Information incomplete

      

      

      It’s venomous!” Angel called out. “Tough too. Be careful.”

      A bolt of lightning tore out of Angel’s palm and slammed into the Warg’s body. It staggered back, smoke rising from the impact point, and let out a chittering cry of fury. The monster’s eyes all focused on the Seeker and it charged at him.

      Angel barely managed to throw himself out of the way as the monster’s legs slammed into the ground where he’d been standing, piercing deep into the sand.

      Cowl’s wings burst up on his back and he shot through the sky toward the Warg. It spun, rearing back on its hind legs. Cowl jerked away at the last second and the creature’s strike passed through the air right before his nose.

      He zipped forward again and drove his sword into the Warg’s back. The blade bit deep and greenish-brown blood oozed from the wound. The Warg screamed and lashed out, forcing Cowl to launch into the air to avoid getting speared.

      Angel grabbed another canister from his arm and pressed it into the slot. He slammed his hand against the desert floor. The sand beneath the Warg rippled and a spike sprouted from it. The creature managed to pull away, but the strike carved a ragged line through its abdomen.

      Cowl reached into a pouch at his side and pulled something out. He connected it to the hilt of his sword and a dull hum filled the air. Metal seemed to balloon around the blade, expanding outwards, growing larger and thicker. When it finished, the sword had nearly tripled in width. It shimmered with faint white light.

      The Warg’s back legs bunched up. It bounded into the air toward Cowl, its legs raised to spear him before he could escape.

      Cowl dropped from the sky, spinning as he fell and carving a thick line through the Warg’s side. It screeched again, landing on the sand behind them, tumbling across the ground before righting itself only a short distance away from Vanessa.

      “Shit!” Angel cursed. The gears in his arm clicked and the grappling hook shot from his palm. It sailed through the air and slammed into Warg’s side, digging a short way into the creature’s flesh.

      Angel tugged on it and twisted his arm as he dashed to the side. The cord retracted and he leaped into the air, swinging in a wide arc. The Warg tried to spin and face him, but the Seeker had too much momentum.

      The cord continued to retract. He waited until he was nearly on top of the Warg before he redirected his momentum, swinging up onto the creature’s back and ripping the barb free.

      It whistled back into his hand. He slammed a fresh canister into his arm midair. Landing on the Warg’s back, he thrust his palm against the monster’s upper right shoulder. The air crackled with the wave of magic that ripped out of his palm.

      Tendrils of frost twirled out, slowly expanding across the monster’s entire body. It let out an enraged shriek. Cowl shot across the sky, aiming his sword for the wounded creature’s neck.

      It twisted, throwing Angel off and batting the Hunter aside. Cowl spun, landing on his feet with a snarl. But the Warg didn’t go after either of them. It turned to Vanessa, saliva dripping from its maw.

      Angel didn’t have time to think. Its chitinous legs bunched up as it prepared to lunge at the defenseless girl. The Seeker thrust his hand into his travel pack. Mercifully, his fingers almost immediately wrapped around the metal sphere he’d taken from the dungeon along with the wooden box.

      He pulled it out and twisted the top. The lines and runes brightened with white light, and a seam appeared in the middle. Angel lobbed the sphere at the Warg.

      The monster lunged at Vanessa. Cowl blurred forward, catching her arm and yanking her out of the way right before the attack landed. Angel’s sphere struck the Warg’s side immediately after.

      It blinked out, going completely dim for an instant. Then, with an earsplitting crack, the air around the sphere vanished in a black orb. The Warg screamed as an explosion rocked the desert and its back was blown open.

      Blood poured out of the creature as it crumpled to the ground, nearly split in two. Cowl was the first to move. He twisted a small circle off the handle and his blade shrank back to its normal size.

      The Hunter put the circle back into his pouch and returned the sword to his side. He slid off the bulbous monster and landed on the sand with a grunt. Motes of blue energy spiraled from its corpse, splitting into two streams. One flew to Angel while the other went to Cowl. The energy tingled as it entered Angel’s chest.

      The eyepiece lit with his updated status.

      
        
        Race: Human

        Name: Angel

        Level: 27 [14%]

        Status: Foreign Entity Detected

        Information accuracy: 100%

        Strength: 11 [+1]

        Intelligence: 19

        Nimbleness: 17 [+1]

        Toughness: 5

        Comparative Rating: Minor Threat

        Weak point(s): Heart, Neck, Arteries… (100/100)

        Element(s): Steel, [Unknown]

        Magicore: None (39% Attunement)

      

      

      “That was a big one,” Angel said, shuddering as the last traces of the chilly energy faded away. “Didn’t think I’d be fighting something twice my strength. Are you okay, Vanessa?”

      “I’m fine,” Vanessa said, swallowing heavily as Cowl set her back down on the sand.

      “Don’t put so much stock in levels, Angel,” Cowl scoffed. “Levels are a measure of how much magical energy something has, not its strength. They’re related, but not directly proportional. That Magitech you’ve got on your arm is hardly weak. The System just doesn’t account for it – nor did it account for whatever artifact you just blew the Warg up with.”

      “That does make sense,” Angel said. His mechanical arm whirred and shifted to its blade form. He scanned the creature, then started digging into a spot a short distance behind the creature’s head. He made a face at the blood covering his arm, but his efforts were rewarded when he heard something clink.

      His hand shifted back to normal and he wrapped his fingers around a small orb. He ripped it out, shaking the greyish-green blood off with disgust.

      “That’s a lot of work for a little money,” Cowl said, watching the green orb in Angel’s hand.

      “Cores have more uses than just money,” Angel said, tucking it into his pack. “I’ll take your disinterest as confirmation that I can have this.”

      “Suit yourself,” Cowl said, shrugging. “It’s not worth the effort.”

      Vanessa watched the Warg’s body warily. She edged around it, not taking her eyes off the creature.

      “Are you sure it’s dead?” she asked.

      “Does it look alive to you?” Cowl asked.

      “It’s dead,” Angel said with a chuckle. He wiped his arm on the sand, scrubbing it until the blood was completely gone. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. It didn’t get me,” Vanessa said.

      “I know. But I’m taking it that this was the first time you’ve been close to a monster.”

      Vanessa nodded.

      “The next one will be easier. It helps to know how to fight against them, but you’ve got nothing to worry about,” Angel said. “Cowl’s whole job is hunting these creatures for money. He’s killed more monsters than you’ll see in your life.”

      “You aren’t half bad yourself,” Cowl said with a slight nod of respect. “Most Seekers just run from monsters. It’s usually safer that way.”

      “All the best loot is in the catacombs where you can’t get past the monsters without a fight,” Angel said. “Necessity breeds learning like a stale pool of warm water breeds Bloodflies.”
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      Angel examined his arm to make sure he’d cleaned all the gore from it. His clothes stuck to his skin from sweat. Without the wind to cool him, the sun was more of a menace than any monster could be.

      “Shall we continue?” Angel asked, pulling the board from his back and tossing it onto the ground. “I want to arrive well before nightfall.”

      “Yes. We should be pretty close now,” Cowl said, his wings sprouting.

      Vanessa took one final glance at the monster’s corpse, activating her skates and nodding to them.

      They sped off with Cowl at their head, leaving the Warg in the sand behind them. The remainder of the trip to Dune Valley was uneventful. With every passing hour, the dunes grew larger and the valleys deeper until they were practically mountains.

      The sun was low in the sky by the time Angel got his first glimpse of Dune Valley. The city was perched precariously atop – predictably – a large dune. Massive metal supports sprawled across the entire sandy hill, holding the city aloft.

      A curved disk of shimmering silver metal was held over the top of the entire city with trusses and bars. Thousands of slack wires hung from the disk, dotted with flickering lanterns. The impossibly tall buildings towered over the city’s short walls, casting a shadow long past the base of the dune that it was perched over.

      The gates of the city were about fifty feet above the ground. A large steel plate sat on the ground before it, partially covered with sand. Iron chains, individual links the thickness of a man’s head, ran up from each corner into a huge pulley system above them.

      Cowl’s wings retracted into his back as he led the other two onto the plate. The platform rumbled. The pulley started to turn, steam billowing from exhaust vents above the churning gears.

      The platform rose one shuddering link at a time. It took several minutes for the metal plate to grind to a halt in front of a rather plain-looking gate. They walked off the platform and the pulley rattled as it began its trip back to the sand.

      “No guard at the gate,” Angel observed, glancing around the entrance. “No annoying merchants either.”

      “The gate is automated,” Cowl replied, leading them inside the city. “Nobody comes to Dune Valley for anything but business. It’s a wretched, ugly city with nothing of value.”

      “Didn’t realize you knew the place,” Angel said. “What did it ever do to you?”

      Cowl just grunted. The main road was barely as wide as some of the side streets in Bronze City. It wound and curled around tall buildings with just enough room for the three travelers to walk side by side.

      Dune Valley wasn’t as dark as Angel had expected. There must have been thousands of lanterns scattered throughout the city streets, not counting the ones suspended above them. The air was chilly, likely due to the massive piece of metal blocking out the sun overhead.

      “What’s with the metal roof?” Vanessa asked, craning her head to look at it.

      “There’s a lot of blimp traffic in the area,” Cowl replied. “The city didn’t have a good spot for them to land since the dunes are always shifting. People were also asking for some cover from the sun, so the city combined the two. They made a giant landing pad that doubles as a roof.”

      “That seems like a huge waste of money,” Angel said.

      “You’ve got no idea how much money comes from blimp travel,” Cowl said, laughing. “The people that can afford to get on one can usually afford to spend several Vei a day on just about anything that catches their attention. If you can get them to stop in your city, you generate a ridiculous amount of money.”

      “Is a Vei really that much money?” Vanessa asked doubtfully. “My skates cost fifteen Vei, but my mom gave me an allowance of five Vei every we—”

      Angel clapped a hand over her mouth before she could finish the sentence.

      “Shush,” Angel hissed. “You can’t go around yelling that. I’ve seen people killed for a few Vex.”

      Vanessa’s eyes widened in shock and she nodded once. Angel took his hands off her mouth and shook his head.

      “You keep dreaming that you have that much money and maybe you’ll get to see a Vei one day,” he said loudly, wrapping an arm around her shoulder. Cowl picked up the pace and they headed deeper into the city.

      “Watch your words when we’re in the city,” Angel said in a low tone. “They’re no safer than the deserts. The monsters are just wearing human flesh.”

      Vanessa shivered and nodded her understanding. Cowl came to a stop before a warped metal door. He pulled it open and dim orange light spilled into the narrow street.

      The room had a single plain metal table with one chair in the center. A dirty mug sat on top of the table. There were no windows, and the only other exit was an empty doorframe at the back of the room. Angel peered through it to see several straw beds stuffed inside a room the size of a closet.

      Cowl examined the room carefully. He pulled out a thin green tag from beneath one of the table’s feet and went to the door. He unlocked it and opened it, hanging the tag from the handle.

      “This is a safe house for Hunters. Nobody will be stupid enough to bother us here tonight. We can get supplies and leave in the morning,” Cowl said. “There isn’t any food here, so we’ll have to make do with rations.”

      Vanessa made a face. Angel pulled out his rations and she followed suit a moment later. Once again, Cowl ate meticulously and with deliberate movements, never removing his mask but instead lifting it just enough to fit scraps of jerky beneath it.

      “Is there a reason you don’t take your mask off?” Vanessa asked bluntly.

      “Yes,” Cowl replied. He stuck another morsel under the mask. Vanessa sent a side-eyed look at Angel, but the Seeker just shrugged.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Angel said. “Hunters are strange sorts. They do what they want and tend to be eccentric. Fighting monsters for a living can do a lot to a person.”

      “Like Seekers are that much better,” Cowl said with a low laugh. “You spend even more time in the Barren than we do. I’ve met many a good Seeker that went insane after getting trapped in a catacomb.”

      “Good Seekers don’t get trapped,” Angel replied curtly. “There’s always a way out. If more people opened their minds to the true possibilities of magic, they’d realize that.”

      Angel finished off his food, ignoring the befuddled look that Vanessa was giving him. He pulled three empty canisters from his bag and set about filling them.

      “How do you do that?” Vanessa asked.

      “Do what?” Angel asked. “Fill the canisters?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s a Tinkerer technique,” Angel said. “That’s what you’re going to school for, isn’t it?”

      Vanessa nodded. “Yeah, it is. It’s the only thing my mom would let me do since it’s not dangerous like being a Seeker or a Hunter. I’ve read a little about it, but none of the books in Mom’s library went into any real detail and she refused to let me read anything related to magic beyond what we had.”

      “Well, you’ll probably learn it soon enough in school,” Angel said with a small shrug. “It’s a pretty simple method. It’s just imprinting a pattern with magic and then putting it in a container to hold it. The canisters also act as a catalyst to activate the magic when they break.”

      “Why do you need a catalyst?” Vanessa asked. “Can’t you just make the pattern and then cast it normally?”

      “That’s Old World Magic,” Angel said. “Strong Old World Magic at that. Aside from Old World and New World, magic comes in two main forms: passive and active. Passive magic is something that’s always functioning without needing some form of activation.”

      Angel raised his mechanical arm. “My arm is an example of that. It runs without conscious thought from me. Passive magic tends to be weaker than active magic. Active Old World Magic is a lost art. People used to be able to summon lightning from their hands and control the sea with their mind.”

      He drew on the sand with his finger, leaving a faint trail of energy behind.

      
        
        New World Magic

        Passive: Uses canisters as batteries over a long period of time, such as skates.

        Active: Uses canisters to cast a spell once, like my lightning.

      

        

      
        Old World Magic

        Passive: Runs on its own power without canisters over a long period of time.

        Active: Casting spells without the usage of anything other than your magic.

      

      

      “And that’s why it was eradicated in the Great War, right?” Vanessa asked, examining the words on the sand as they started to fade. “It was too dangerous.”

      “You make it sound like we made a conscious decision to do it,” Angel said, laughing. “But it’s hardly eradicated – it’s just very rare. Passive Old World Magic is still around in the form of artifacts and relics, and some can even mimic the active version. New World Magic is just our attempts to copy them, but we’re missing something key – hence the need for canisters.”

      “Well, according to the legends, the Great War started because Old World Magic was too oppressive,” Vanessa said. “The people that could use it abused it.”

      Angel blinked. “Huh. I never knew that, although I suppose it makes sense.”

      “It doesn’t matter much. History is cool, but it’s hardly useful. How exactly do your canisters work anyway?” Vanessa asked. “You’re just putting magic into a tube, so I don’t see why that isn’t Old World Magic.”

      “Two things. First, magic is potential energy. When I make a pattern, I give it instructions on how to release that energy. But, if I was just to draw the rune and release it, nothing would happen. That leads us to the other thing canisters provide – pressure,” Angel replied, filling another canister. “Steel blocks magical flow. Most metal does, actually. Magic runs alongside it, but it can’t penetrate on its own. The magical energy in the canisters gets agitated as time goes by, which builds up power. When I break the canister, it bursts forth as a spell.”

      “Wow. That’s fascinating,” Vanessa said, watching closely as Angel filled his final canister. The Seeker smirked and placed them into the slots on his upper arm.

      “You should see what Old World Magic can do.”

      “You’ve seen it?” Vanessa asked. “I’ve heard rumors of Magistrates using it, but Mom never showed me any.”

      “There are murals in some of the catacombs,” Angel replied. “And I’ve seen people use artifacts that had powerful Old World Magic. It was beautiful and terrifying at the same time.”

      “And you want to bring more of it back,” Cowl scoffed. “Some things should stay gone.”

      “Bold words for someone that uses just as much Old World Magic as I do,” Angel said. “Those wings of yours aren’t using New World Magic unless you’ve got a canister hidden on you somewhere.”

      “Touché.” Cowl laughed softly. He stood up and pushed the table to the side of the room and dragged one of the mattresses into the main room, in front of the door. “I’m going to get some rest. We’ll be setting off tomorrow morning. Angel was right – the less time we spend in the cities, the better. I can’t say how long it’ll take our pursuers to find us.”
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      With that sobering thought, Cowl lay down on the mattress. He took his hat off and laid it over his face to block the light.

      “He doesn’t take it off even when he’s sleeping?” Vanessa whispered to Angel.

      “No clue. I haven’t known him much longer than you,” Angel whispered back. “And speaking of you – how are you doing? It’s not easy to flee from everything you’ve ever known.”

      A flash of fear and uncertainty marred Vanessa’s proud features. “What am I supposed to say to that? Of course I’m terrified. I don’t even want to think about what will happen if we get caught. I don’t even know if I want to become a Tinkerer – but anything is better than getting married to some disgusting old man who can’t see his pecker past his fat stomach. To be honest, I’m feeling a mixture of fear and excitement. This is the farthest I’ve ever been from home. If I try to forget the reason I’m here in the first place, it’s almost fun.”

      “Fair enough,” Angel said. “Just let me know if there’s something I can do to help. Not like there’s much I can do, but I’ve been in a position similar to yours before.”

      “Running from a hideous Magistrate that wants to add you to his harem?” Vanessa asked dryly.

      “Not quite,” Angel said with a wry smirk. “Maybe I’ll tell you sometime.”

      Angel got one of the mattresses from the other room and dragged it over to Vanessa. Before he could head back into the closet, she grabbed his sleeve.

      “One last question,” Vanessa said, pointing at the eyepiece by his ear. “That artifact – it’s a System artifact, isn’t it?”

      “It is,” Angel said, nodding. “Why?”

      “Is it real?” she asked. “The System. It was one of the key weapons in the Great War, wasn’t it? That’s why it’s still scattered around everywhere.”

      “It’s real all right,” Angel said. “And I have to admit that history isn’t something I’ve spent any time studying, but whatever the System might have been, it’s nothing like that now. It’s a broken husk – a boat with no captain.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Vanessa whispered. “Doesn’t it guide you?”

      “Not at all,” Angel said. “Part of that is because it isn’t one of the higher level System artifacts, so I’ve only got the basic features. Look, what do you think the System was actually for?”

      “It helped users grow stronger by identifying their abilities and classifying them into quantitative numbers,” Vanessa said mechanically. “It aided in all manner of life and combat by analyzing situations and providing the ideal solution.”

      “I wish it still did all that,” Angel said with a snort. “It’s little more than a glorified analysis tool now. It still does the number stuff, but you hardly need it to get stronger. You’ll gain magical energy from killing monsters whether you have the system or not – it just helps you figure out how much you’ve grown.”

      “That’s it?” Vanessa asked, frowning. “My mom said it was dangerous.”

      “The stronger artifacts might be able to do more,” Angel replied. “But not mine, and not any of the ones I’ve seen. If there are any system artifacts out there that are strong enough to be considered a weapon, they’re few and far in between.”

      Vanessa nodded, mulling over his words. Angel bid her goodnight and sat down on a mattress in the closet. Alone, he pulled the pendant from his pocket.

      His eyepiece slid into position and illuminated the pendant up with a dim light. Angel’s fingertips changed to needlepoints and he set about opening the locket once again. He was able to release all the latches without using the clamshell artifact.

      A small grin tugged at Angel’s lips, but he didn’t entertain it for long. He peered at the miniature clock within the pendant. The second hand hadn’t budged.

      Angel brought a spark of magic to his fingertips and raised them beside the pendant. It sparked through the air and into the watch. The second hand ticked back.

      “Is it charging it?” Angel wondered. A surge of excitement built up in his stomach. He brought another spark of magic to his fingers and the process repeated itself. Angel licked his lips and did it again.

      It took fifty-seven more sparks to move the second hand in a full circle. Angel fought off the setting exhaustion from the excessive use of the magic. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d used this much, and he wasn’t far from collapsing.

      He eyed the watch, trying to see if anything had changed. The magic had clearly entered it, but nothing seemed to be out of place.

      “There’s no way it uses this much energy just to rewind the second hand,” Angel muttered. He inspected it for a few more minutes but failed to discover anything else. He let out a sigh and closed the locket, returning it to the oilcloth and then putting everything back into his pocket.

      His hand pulsed and his palm turned bright purple. He drew a sharp breath as ice shot down his body, passing through his chest and entering his right arm. Angel gritted his teeth as the pain slowly faded away. Once it was gone, he flicked his eyepiece down and examined himself.

      
        
        Race: Human

        Name: Angel

        Level: 27 [14%]

        Status: Foreign Entity Detected

        Information accuracy: 95%

        Strength: 11

        Intelligence: 19

        Nimbleness: 17

        Toughness: 5

        Comparative Rating: Minor Threat

        Weak point(s): Heart, Neck, Arteries… (100/100)

        Element(s): Steel, [Unknown]

        Magicore: None (39% Attunement)

        …

        …

        Installing new module: 5% complete.

      

      

      Angel dismissed his sheet with a wave. Whatever the orb was, it was clearly some form of artifact. The installation percent didn’t seem to be budging, but at least it wasn’t some sort of poison.

      There wasn’t much he could do about it, so Angel resolved to keep an eye on the changes. He climbed into bed, fighting off a yawn. The moment his head hit the rough straw, he was asleep.

      The following morning, Cowl prodded Angel awake with the tip of his boot. Angel’s eyes snapped open. The rough straw dug into his cheek and arm, and a small twinge in his side told him that he hadn’t slept quite right.

      Angel got up, shaking the sleep and straw off himself. Vanessa sat at the table, chewing despondently on a piece of jerky. Angel grabbed a strip of jerky from his own bag and stuffed it into his mouth.

      “What time is it?” Angel asked, squinting out from a crack in the door. The sky was still as grey and dark as it had been the last night.

      “Early morning,” Cowl replied. “We want to get to the markets as they start to get busy.”

      “Why not before anyone gets there?” Vanessa asked.

      “Because then we’re an anomaly,” Cowl replied. “And anomalies get remembered. We want to blend in.”

      He and Vanessa both looked down at Angel’s arm. The Seeker followed their gaze.

      “Don’t worry. I’ve had to go undercover once or twice before,” Angel grumbled, reaching into his travel pack and removing out a long tan cloth. He pulled back his shirt and wrapped the cloth around his arm and up over his shoulder, finishing by bandaging his hand until it was difficult to tell that there was no flesh beneath the cloth.

      “That’ll do,” Cowl said, giving him a small nod. “I’ve seen better disguises, but it’ll hold up against a light inspection. Just try not to bring any attention to yourself.”

      Vanessa pulled her straw hat on, lowering it so that it covered as much of her face as possible. Cowl gave them one more quick inspection before nodding and striding out the door. They followed the Hunter through the winding streets of Dune Valley.

      There were a few people around, but no one paid much attention to the travelers. A beggar glanced in their direction but quickly averted his eyes when he caught sight of Cowl’s mask. The market was nestled into a crook near the city’s edge.

      It was rather pitiful, with only about two dozen wagons and a few run-down shops made of warped and rusting metal. The air smelled damp and had a disturbing sweet tinge to it.

      About half a dozen shoppers were patronizing the merchants. Cowl took them directly to a butcher – a number of animals hung from the roof, tied with dense wire.

      A warm fire flickered inside the building, illuminating a large man with a round face and a thick moustache. His lips turned up in a half smile and he ambled out, each step sending small ripples up his body.

      “What can I do for you lads?” the merchant asked, wiping his bloodstained hands off on his dirty leather apron.

      “Smoked meat and water,” Cowl said. His mechanical voice was a stark contrast to the man’s slick tone. “Enough for three people over the course of two weeks.”

      “One hundred and forty Vex,” the merchant said, putting out an upturned palm.

      “I’m with the Hunter’s Guild,” Cowl said, revealing a small patch from within one of the folds of his clothes.

      The merchant peered at it, then sighed and shook his head. “Eighty Vex and not a coin less.”

      Cowl pulled out a Vei and cut it in two with his sword. He dropped half of the coin on the merchant’s table. The butcher swallowed and swiped the coin, then disappeared back into the shop. The man shuffled around within it for a few minutes before returning with a bulging burlap bag in each of his hands.

      He handed the sacks to Cowl, who slung them over his shoulder. He gave the merchant a curt nod and turned to leave.

      “Hold on now,” the merchant said, reaching out and grabbing Cowl’s arm. “Don’t leave so hastily. I’ve got some new swords that might interest your kind.”

      Cowl’s head tilted. “Let go.”

      His face paled at the Hunter’s cold tone. He raised his hands, shaking his head and muttering under his breath, “Fine. Was just trying to give you a deal. Get lost, then.”

      Cowl swept off with Angel and Vanessa hot on his heels. The Hunter led them down several alleyways, coming to a stop in the shadow of a crooked, three-story house.

      He slipped the packs off and pulled out a water skin. Unscrewing the top, he raised his mask to smell it. The mask fell back into place, and with a low, mechanical growl, he said, “This water isn’t purified.”

      Angel cursed under his breath. Vanessa looked at them, baffled. “What does that mean? It won’t taste good or something?”

      “It’s poisonous,” Angel replied. “It’s a somewhat common scam in cities. Bandits work with merchants that sell travelers unpurified water. Then they follow you when you leave town and wait until you take a swig. Victims will feel faint and unsteady just a few minutes after, so they’re easy targets for the gang. They’ll take everything of value and leave the person to die in the sands.”

      “That’s horrible,” Vanessa said, her eyes widening. “I’d read about situations like that, but I didn’t think it happened in large cities. I thought such things were just in the dangerous towns near the center of the Barren! Why doesn’t the Magistrate do something about it?”

      “The Magistrates don’t care about what happens outside their walls,” Angel replied, scoffing. Vanessa’s eyebrows lowered and she looked down, clenching her hands.

      “My mom does.”

      Cowl checked another flask and shook his head. “They’re all bad. He was trying to set us up.”

      “How can you tell?” Angel asked. “It’s almost impossible to know when water is unpurified. That’s why the scam is so common. You recognized it just by smelling the water?”

      “Something like that,” Cowl said, tossing the flask back into the sack and closing it.

      “An artifact, then?” Angel asked.

      Cowl just shrugged. “Stay here. I’m going to go have a little chat with our merchant friend.”

      Before Vanessa or Angel could respond, Cowl was gone.

      “Are you just going to let him go?” Vanessa asked. “What if he needs help?”

      “He’s a capable Hunter,” Angel replied, leaning against a building. “He doesn’t need help dealing with a merchant. Cowl will just threaten him and get some new supplies. If he reports the merchant, the Magistrate will come down on him. Just because the scam is common doesn’t mean it won’t be punished inside the city. It’s just normally very difficult to spot.”

      Vanessa nodded her understanding. She made to mirror Angel, but a glance at the dirty wall made her reconsider the decision. Instead, she just stood awkwardly near the middle of the path. Minutes ticked by slowly.

      Cowl’s return was so stealthy that Angel didn’t hear him coming and nearly jumped out of his skin when Cowl touched his shoulder. He still had two bags slung over his shoulder.

      “Did you replace the supplies?” Vanessa asked.

      “Yes,” Cowl said. “Barely even said anything. He knew the moment he saw me.”

      “Well, that’s convenient,” Angel said. “So much for avoiding notice, though. He’s almost certainly going to remember you now.”

      “Oh, I very much doubt that,” Cowl said with a chuckle. He tossed one of the bags to Angel. “Let’s just get moving. The faster we leave here, the easier everything is going to be for us.”

      They nodded and followed Cowl through the city. They slipped past the bobbing orange lanterns and into the main streets, occasionally passing weary-looking travelers or uninterested beggars.

      Even the densest crowd in Dune Valley was sparse compared to Bronze City. If Angel didn’t know better, he would have assumed that the city was deserted. He voiced his thoughts as they walked.

      “It’s because there’s no blimp here right now,” Cowl said. “Dune Valley is essentially a tourist trade center. The only people who live here are the ones that don’t have enough money to move out. They sit around waiting for rich moneybags to fly in. When they do, the city transforms into a festival. It’s the second largest in the Barren.”

      “What’s the largest one, then?” Vanessa asked.

      “It’s a giant sand barge called the Salty Maiden,” Cowl replied, a tone of distaste behind his mask. “It’s an experience. It’s a mixture between a tavern, a festival, a brothel, and a casino. Great fun for anyone above deck.”

      “And below deck?” Angel asked, his curiosity piqued.

      “The people that couldn’t afford to pay their debts,” Cowl replied. They drew up to the same spot where they’d entered the city – the giant elevator. When they boarded the lift and were out from under the protective cover of the giant disc that covered Dune Valley, the sun reminded them of its unwelcome presence.

      The metal beneath their feet was uncomfortably hot, and Angel squinted through hazy rays shimmering over the sand. He licked his drying lips and drummed his fingers on his leg impatiently.

      The metal platform thudded against the sand. Without saying a word, Angel grabbed his board and tossed it to the ground. Vanessa activated her skates and Cowl’s wings unfurled from his back.

      Angel went first, kicking up a small puff of sand. Cowl and Vanessa were close behind him. As they picked up speed, Angel sighed with relief as the desert heat was tempered by the wind.

      “We’re heading to Copper Sand next,” Angel called over the howling wind.

      “Why Copper Sand? Hillcrest is closer to the center of the Barren,” Cowl called back.

      “Hillcrest has too many Hunters,” Angel replied. “We don’t need the extra attention. This stretch will be two and a half days, and it’ll be the last safe travel for a while."

      “You call what we’ve done so far safe?” Vanessa asked.

      “Safer than what’s coming,” Cowl said. “Copper Sand is a popular trading outpost. The area around it is heavily patrolled and safe but getting in and out can occasionally pose problems. It’s frequented by bandits.”

      “What about the Magistrate?” Vanessa asked weakly, clearly already expecting the response.

      “Couldn’t care less,” Cowl said. “The bandits there don’t kill anyone – they just extort them. They won’t even take all your money when they rob you.”

      “Why?”

      “Bad for business,” Angel replied. “I’ve never been to Churning Sands, but if everyone going there got robbed or murdered, nobody would go there. The bandits limit the amount they take and are probably rewarded by the Magistrate for keeping the rest of the crime away from the city.”

      “Ding,” Cowl said. “It’s annoying, but just look at it like a toll to enter the city. They only ask for a few Vex anyway. You just don’t want to be caught unable to pay their fee, or they’ll make an example out of you.”

      “Lovely people,” Vanessa muttered darkly. “Magistrates shouldn’t have to rely on criminals.”
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      “You’re welcome to try and fix the problem once your mom passes the title on to you,” Angel said, chuckling.

      “I think I will,” Vanessa said, turning her nose up at them.

      They traveled through the rest of the day. The sun drew an arc over their heads and started to dip below the horizon, setting beneath the burnt orange sand. They stopped a short while later to set up camp.

      After a brief dinner of jerky and water, Angel pulled the pendant out again. The faint moonlight would have made it difficult to make much of anything out, but the spotlight from Angel’s eyepiece was enough to illuminate the artifact.

      Cowl and Vanessa both watched Angel as he muttered under his breath and ran his metal fingers over the device, trying to coax out its purpose.

      “You’ve fiddled with that thing every single night,” Cowl said. “Are you making any progress with it?”

      “A decent amount, actually,” Angel replied. “It’s one of the more promising things I’ve worked on. I think I’m very close.”

      “What does it do?” Vanessa asked.

      “Not sure. I’ll figure that out when it’s working,” Angel replied, sending a small spark of magic into it. The second hand ticked back once.

      “Are you sure it’s not just a defective clock?” Cowl asked, letting out a low chuckle. “It doesn’t exactly seem worth your time.”

      “Every artifact is worth my time,” Angel replied. “If I can get even a hint of the Old World Magic’s workings, my efforts will be well spent.”

      Cowl grunted and opened his sleeping bag. “If you put that much effort into training, you might have been able to become a Hunter.”

      “Why would I want to do that?” Angel scoffed. “I don’t mind fighting when I need to, but living to seek out monsters sounds like suicide with extra steps. I’m more than happy delving in my catacombs, finding riches and artifacts.”

      “And relics,” Cowl added.

      Angel’s skin prickled. He kept his eyes on the pendant. “Like I’d have the luck to find a relic.”

      “Aren’t they just more powerful artifacts?” Vanessa asked. “My mom has one.”

      “They’re more than that,” Angel replied, shifting to make himself more comfortable. “Relics are on an entirely different level. Artifacts are all man-made. Lost technology from before the Great War. On the other hand, according to the few sources we still have from the early ages of man, relics are either natural or have achieved such levels of strength that they can rival the natural ones. They’re magic itself.”

      “And they’re incredibly powerful,” Cowl added. “They contain powers beyond anything that an artifact could do. I’ve heard of a relic that can reverse the process of aging.”

      “Which is exactly why, even if I had a relic, I wouldn’t fiddle with it like I do with an artifact,” Angel said, trying not to glance at his travel pack where the red cube rested. “A mistake with an artifact fries the artifact. Mess up with a relic – who knows. If you blow yourself up, you could consider that lucky.”

      “Do you have a relic?” Vanessa asked Cowl. “I’ve read that many of the top Hunters have one.”

      “I don’t,” Cowl said, his robotic voice crackling. “Not for lack of trying. I’ve been searching for a very long time. Anyone who possesses a relic is very careful to keep it hidden from the rest of the world. Unless you wield great power, having one will paint a giant target on your back.”

      “Sounds like more trouble than it’s worth,” Vanessa said.

      “Only if you can’t figure out how the relic works,” Cowl replied.

      Angel closed the pendant with a snap. He returned it to its pocket, pulled his blanket out, and wrapped himself up in it. The Seeker settled down against the sand. The conversation trailed off and he was fast asleep within minutes.

      Someone jostled Angel awake. His eyes opened to a sky that was far too dark to be his turn for the watch. Cowl’s face appeared above him with a finger held to the mask’s lips.

      “Burg-Tenn,” Cowl whispered. “Four of them surrounding the camp.”

      “Shit,” Angel whispered, rolling to his feet as his weariness evaporated. Vanessa still looked to be fast asleep on her bedroll.

      Cowl woke the girl next, holding a hand over her mouth to keep her from making loud noise. “Monsters. They go after movement and sound. Don’t move and you’ll be safe – but use your brain. If it’s coming right for you, dodge.”

      Vanessa gave him a wide-eyed nod and joined Angel in scanning the area. Thin rings of sand had been displaced a short distance away, shifting occasionally as something moved beneath it. He put a canister in his arm and flexed his fingers impatiently. Several tense minutes passed.

      “I don’t suppose you have a way to get them out of the ground?” Angel whispered. “My nerves aren’t meant for this.”

      Cowl adjusted his grip on his sword. “Not one I’m willing to use. We wait.”

      Small bumps rose and moved through the sand around them as the monsters grew closer and closer to the camp. Angel lowered his eyepiece as he waited for the creatures to strike.

      When the attack came, it was so fast that Angel’s brain barely even registered it. A spiked tail blurred out of the sand and shot straight toward his chest. Cowl’s sword flashed in the moonlight.

      The tip of the tail spun harmlessly past Angel and landed on the sand beside him, thick red blood dripping out of its back. A scaled creature with no eyes and a long snout emerged from the sand.

      It let out a low hiss, flicking what remained of its tail in irritation. Two more of them came out of the sand beside it, their long tails whipping menacingly. Angel’s eyepiece scanned it and reported:

      
        
        Race: Burg-Tenn

        Level 29

        Status: Lightly Injured

        Information accuracy: 62%

        Strength: 18

        Intelligence: 12

        Nimbleness: 34

        Toughness: 12

        Rating: Somewhat Dangerous

        Weak point(s): Not Enough Information (0/100)

        Element(s): Earth, Poison

        Error: Unable to analyze further. Information incomplete

      

      

      “Can you handle yourself against these?” Cowl asked, raising his sword and pointing it at one of the Burg-Tenn.

      “I was about to ask you the same question,” Angel replied with a smirk. The monsters hissed and surged toward them, a wave of scaly flesh.

      A crackle of electricity tore out of Angel’s palm, scorching the desert sand and slamming into the nearest creature. The force stopped it in its tracks and shattered some of its scales.

      Cowl strode forward, meeting the other two Burg-Tenn. His blade flashed through the air and clanged against one of the beast’s claws in a shower of sparks. Metal glimmered once more in the moonlight, carving a deep gouge across the tailless Burg-Tenn’s chest.

      It hissed and fell back, burrowing into the sand and vanishing. Angel narrowly avoided getting skewered by his own opponent’s tail while he watched Cowl fight.

      He grabbed another canister from his holster and slammed it into the slot in his arm, backpedaling the entire time. The Burg-Tenn was much faster than he was. If the thing hadn’t been blind, Angel was pretty sure it would have skewered him already.

      The Burg-Tenn’s head swung to track him and it scrambled forward, raising its tail to finish off its prey. Angel pointed his right arm at the monster Cowl was fighting and fired his grappling hook. He dropped to avoid a slash, then rolled to the side as he saw the sharp tip speeding toward his face.

      It sank deep into the sand right beside his head. The Burg-Tenn snarled. Its rancid breath nearly made Angel throw up. He felt the barb slam into something and jerked his arm before the creature could attack again. The line went taut and he took flight. The Burg-Tenn’s tail whipped out, catching him on his cheek at the last moment.

      The Burg-Tenn he was attached to was focused on Cowl, having clearly judged that the small barb in its side was the lesser of the two dangers. Angel wrapped his hand around the line and triggered a spell.

      Frost raced down the metal and onto the monster. It thrashed and screamed as its scales turned blue and its muscles froze. The frost spread, covering almost its entire back half in ice. It spun toward Angel with a hiss.

      Cowl’s blade flashed out and sliced the beast’s head clean off its shoulders. It slumped to the ground and Angel landed on top of it. He ripped the barb free of the corpse and jumped down, nearly slipping on the frosty scales.

      Angel’s Burg-Tenn charged at them, its tail blurring toward Cowl. The Hunter blocked it with the flat of his blade, then slashed one of the creature’s front legs off. Before it could cry out, he brought the sword up. It punched through the Burg-Tenn’s chin and through its brain, killing it instantly.

      “One more,” Cowl said, pulling his sword out and flicking the blood off it. The side of Angel’s face felt wet. He touched cheek and his fingers came away bright red.

      “Damn,” he cursed, popping a new canister into his arm as he scanned the sand for any signs of the last monster.

      Cowl thrust his sword into the earth and sand exploded around him. Beneath the Hunter’s feet, the Burg-Tenn thrashed to and fro. He raised his sword and thrust it down a second time. The beast stopped struggling.

      His eyepiece let out a small ding. He looked down at himself. Orange outlined his body and text appeared on the glass.

      
        
        User analysis updated

        Modifying database…

        Complete.

        New values assigned.

        Displaying user status…

      

      

      
        
        Race: Human

        Name: Angel

        Level: 27 [34%]

        Status: Foreign Entity Detected

        Information accuracy: 100%

        Strength: 11

        Intelligence: 19

        Nimbleness: 17

        Toughness: 5

        Comparative Rating: Minor Threat

        Weak point(s): Heart, Neck, Arteries… (100/100)

        Element(s): Steel

        Magicore: None (40% Attunement)

        …

        …

        Installing new module: 7% complete.

      

      

      Angel relaxed. The installation had progressed slightly, but he had no idea what was causing it to improve. He was jittery from the adrenaline coursing through his veins. Before he could close the status sheet, it blinked. The words faded away and new ones took their place.

      
        
        Magicore energy threshold reached. Energy source requested.

        Error – Energy source already received. Activating manual reset.

      

      

      Angel’s arm hissed. A plate at his inner wrist popped open with a small puff of smoke, sliding out of the way and revealing a small compartment. Several tubes and wires led up to a metal hemisphere with a faint mote of white energy flickering within it.

      The energy changed color, turning purple and growing brighter. His arm sparked with energy. The light shot down the tubes, faintly illuminating them faintly as it traveled deeper into him. The slot snapped shut of its own volition.

      
        
        Manual reset complete

        Foreign Entity classified: Star Fragment

        Features: [0/3]

        Warning: Latent energy too low to activate features.

        Estimated required Magicore attunement to unlock first feature: 50%

      

      

      The words blinked out, leaving Angel staring at his arm in befuddlement. The Magicore was the power source he’d built a long time ago to enable his arm to run without a canister, but it had never mentioned anything about a new energy source or features. Whatever the purple orb he’d found in the catacomb was, it was changing him, and he wasn’t sure if it was for better or for worse. Angel wasn’t a fan of anything messing with his work.

      “What was that about?” Cowl asked.

      “Little update to the arm,” Angel said, shaking his head. He turned his arm over, examining it carefully to check if it had been damaged. It seemed to function as always. “Don’t worry about it.”

      He started to flick his eyepiece back up, but a thought struck him. He glanced at Cowl, scanning him.

      
        
        Race: Human

        Name: Cowl

        Level 82

        Status: Healthy

        Information accuracy: 20%

        Strength: 45

        Intelligence: 38

        Nimbleness: 53

        Toughness: 28

        Comparative Rating: Incredible Threat

        Weak point(s): Heart, Neck, Arteries… (100/100)

        Element(s): Unknown

      

      

      “Done staring?” Cowl asked when Angel flipped his eyepiece back up.

      “For now. If anything, I should have done it earlier.”

      “Probably,” Cowl agreed. He paused. “Find anything interesting?”

      “Not particularly,” Angel replied. “Should I have?”

      “I suppose you’ll never know.”

      They headed back to their camp. Vanessa sat on her bedroll, watching them with wide eyes. Angel sat down on his blanket, pulling some bandages from his pack and dabbing his cheek with a grimace.

      “What were those?” Vanessa asked.

      “Burg-Tenn,” Cowl replied. He started to pack his bedroll up. “They—”

      “Blind monsters that hunt through sound and the vibrations in the sand,” Vanessa finished. She rolled her eyes at Angel’s surprised expression. “I’m sheltered, not stupid. Just because my mom didn’t let me see any of the monsters doesn’t mean I don’t know about them.”

      “And Burg-Tenn happen to be a popular enemy in folk tales,” Cowl said dryly. “But why did you ask what they were if you already knew?”

      “Burg-Tenn generally don’t go after groups,” Vanessa said. “They’re one of the more studied monsters. They’re dangerous, but also generally cowardly. There were three of us. Why would they attack? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “That’s a good point, Red,” Angel said, touching his wound and wincing.

      “Red?” Vanessa asked.

      “Your eyes,” Angel replied. “I’m not going to say Vanessa all the time. It’s too posh. I’m worried I might sprout frilly clothing.”

      “You’ll live, unless you want me to start calling you Seeker like Cowl does.”

      “I concede,” Angel said, gagging. Cowl snorted.

      “It still doesn’t make sense that they attacked us,” Vanessa said. “It doesn’t add up.”

      “I honestly don’t know much about them,” Angel said. “They can’t keep up with me when I’m on my board and I do my best to avoid sleeping in the desert when I can. The Burg-Tenn aren’t particularly numerous, so I don’t interact with them often. What do you think, Cowl?”

      “It is indeed concerning,” Cowl said. “But I’m not sure why they would—”

      “Bandits!” Vanessa exclaimed, snapping her fingers. “A lot of bandit groups use Burg-Tenn as scouts. I read that they’re easily tamed if you find babies and separate them from their mother.”

      A shadow passed over them. When Angel looked into the sky above them, his blood ran cold. A small, circular ship melted into view above them. The bottom was made of interconnected bronze plates that shimmered like a mirage. Four propellers in a square formation whirred and tubes pumped glowing liquid through it.

      Angel grabbed his board, but eight forms dropped from the ship, rappelling to the ground on long lines of rope. They landed in the sand around them. Vanessa leaped to her feet and backed away from the bandits.

      “Marvelous show,” a man said from behind Angel. He spun toward the speaker, retreating until his back touched Vanessa and Cowl.

      The speaker tilted his wide-brimmed black hat up, flashing them a lazy smile full of sparkling white teeth. Jewelry adorned every inch of his body. He had a dozen rings on his fingers, several necklaces, and enough golden wristbands to feed a small village for a year.

      “Buried Gods, man,” Angel said. “Could you be any gaudier?”

      “I’m working on it,” the bandit replied. His smooth brown skin was completely unblemished – an abnormality in his scarred and scruffy-looking crew.

      “What do you want with us?” Vanessa asked, raising her hands in front of her in a fighting position.

      “You, dear,” the man replied, laughing. “A certain Magistrate hired us to ensure your safe retrieval.”

      Vanessa tensed at Angel’s back. He forced himself to keep his face blank as he mentally ran through his options. There were three canisters left on his arm, but there was no way he could load one of them in time.

      “Don’t look so nervous,” the bandit said, stopping several feet away and examining them with a careful eye. “We’re professionals. There doesn’t need to be any bloodshed – we’re only here for the little Magistrate-to-be. You’ve already given us quite the show with your fight this morning.”

      All of the bandits aside from the one directly to the speaker’s side laughed. It wasn’t hard to tell who had been the one tasked with raising the monsters.

      “Just business, then?” Angel asked.

      “Exactly. It’s always a pleasure to meet a likeminded individual.”

      “Right,” Angel said, desperately trying to buy time. “But there’s a slight problem. You see, the good Hunter at my side and I have been hired to escort your target. My reputation depends on seeing her safely to her destination.”

      “That is a problem,” the bandit agreed, adjusting his hat and crossing his arms. “But there are eight of us and three of you. Is your reputation worth your life?”

      “Do you want to find out?”

      To Angel’s surprise, the man seemed to consider his words.

      “Not particularly,” he said. “However, my reputation is also at stake. Captain Silver is more than just my name – it’s a brand. Thus, I fear we’re in similar positions. I’m sure you understand.”
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      Angel was surprised to realize that he did, which only served to make him dislike the bandit more.

      Silver reached a pouch at his side. He revealed a large brown disk with a small button in its center. He pressed on it and tossed the device. It expanded, becoming a small circular table. Several chairs sprang up around it. Silver sat down at one of the chairs and sent them a pointed look.

      Baffled, Angel sat down across from him. Neither Vanessa nor Cowl made any move to join them. Silver clicked his tongue in disappointment.

      “You are much more polite than your companions.”

      “I think I’m just dumber,” Angel muttered.

      Silver gave a short bark of laughter. “Perhaps. Do you care for a drink?”

      “I don’t suppose you’re going to poison me?”

      “We’ve got you dead to rights,” Silver replied. “Why would I need to poison you?”

      He pulled a flask from his side and took a swig from it before offering it to Angel. The Seeker studied him, then shrugged and took it. He took a sip and was pleasantly surprised to find that it was just water.

      “Thanks,” Angel said, handing it back to him. “I have to say, you aren’t like most of the other bandits I’ve interacted with.”

      “Nor are you akin to the majority of my targets,” Silver said. “The general response tends to include brainless scampering and screaming.”

      “Sounds horrible,” Angel said with a healthy dose of sarcasm.

      “Indeed,” Silver agreed. “It really is a pity that we had to meet under these circumstances. I hate to interfere with a good man’s work.”

      “Well, you don’t have to interfere if you don’t want to.”

      “Nor do you have to complete your own job,” Silver replied. “We can dance around this until the sun sets again, but it’ll get us nowhere.”

      Silver drew a segmented blade and set it down on the table. He drummed his fingers on the hilt, his gaze shifting from Angel to Vanessa.

      “How much did you get paid for this?” Angel asked. “Selling a person into slavery better not come cheap.”

      Silver smirked and reached into a pouch and flicked Angel a Vei. “A taste of what you could get, should you join my crew.”

      Angel turned the coin over in his hand. A small frown crossed his face and a point extended from one of his mechanical fingers. He dragged it along the coin, then burst into laughter.

      “I hope this isn’t what you got paid in. It’s fake.”

      Silver blinked. “What?”

      Angel tossed the coin back to him. “The metal scratched. This coin is a counterfeit.”

      The bandit captain looked down at the coin in his hand. His brow tightened with anger and he turned to one of the men behind him. “You said you checked the payment.”

      “I did, boss! I swear it looked good!”

      Silver took a deep breath and sighed. “I suppose I can’t get too angry. I didn’t notice either. Can you imagine how embarrassing it would be to deliver the girl to the Magistrate, only to realize we’d been scammed after we finished the task?”

      “Damn Magistrates,” Angel said. “Horrible customers.”

      “I can’t agree more,” Silver said, clicking his tongue. “I suppose this does throw something of a wrench into our discussion. Without the coin, I don’t see any good reason to tarnish our polite conversation. In fact, I’m not particularly inclined to help the Magistrate at all after this.”

      “You’re letting us leave?” Vanessa asked, her eyes widening.

      “Leave is such a strong word,” Silver said, waving his hand. “Perhaps a temporary stay of hunting would be more accurate. I’ll be calling the good Magistrate after our chat, and he’s going to give me my fee – plus a good bit more. And then I will come looking for you again. If you manage to run further, we might even get paid extra for the trouble of chasing you down. A good trade, no? I get more money, and you get a taste of hope.”

      “That’s quite considerate of you,” Angel said.

      “It is, isn’t it? Consider it thanks for being so civil. It’s hard to have a good conversation nowadays,” Silver said. “It was a pleasure meeting you…”

      “Angel.”

      “It was a pleasure, Angel,” Silver said. “I look forward to our next chat in a day or two. Take care of yourself, and thank you for the help. I’m a bit embarrassed not to have noticed the issue myself.”

      Silver whistled and jerked a thumb up at the craft above them. His crew climbed onto the ropes. A pulley system chugged to life on the ship’s deck, pulling the ropes up.

      Angel blinked. The bandit actually seemed to be telling the truth. The man had to be playing at something, but he didn’t have any idea what it might be. Silver laughed at the Seeker’s expression. He slapped the table and it collapsed back into a disk, nearly dumping Angel on the sand. Silver pocketed it and winked.

      “I’ll be seeing you all,” Silver said, catching his rope. “Make sure you run as fast as your little artifacts can carry you.”

      The bandit’s craft accelerated away, dwindling to a pinprick on the horizon.

      “Were we just spared because he got cheated out of his money?” Vanessa asked, her expression alternating between disbelief and fear.

      “Questions later,” Cowl said, his wings sprouting from his back. “Don’t look good fortune in the mouth. We move. Now. That man was far too relaxed. A fight against his crew would almost certainly end very badly for us. We need to reach Churning Sands before they catch up to us again.”

      Vanessa and Angel didn’t need to be told twice. Angel hopped onto his board and Vanessa’s skates hummed to life. They spoke little throughout the rest of the day, traveling late into the night and setting up camp quietly.

      Angel found himself too on edge to tinker with his pendant. He let Cowl take the first watch and drifted into a restless sleep. Cowl woke Angel for his watch, which was perfectly boring. Luckily, the night passed without issue.

      They had a quick breakfast and immediately set off again, Cowl in the lead. Despite the strange events of the previous day, none of them were eager to talk. When their destination appeared as a smudge on the horizon, Angel relaxed.

      “Almost there,” he said, stopping. “It looks like Silver didn’t get his payment.”

      “Yet.” Cowl stopped beside him. “That kind of man doesn’t take no for an answer. He’ll be back. We just need to make sure we’re far enough away that he can’t find us. We need to get a map at Churning Sands. I don’t dare travel past the center of the Barren without one.”

      “In and out,” Angel agreed. “Just keep an eye out for bandits. I’m honestly surprised we haven’t run into one of the smaller groups yet.”

      The sand in front of them rippled. Dozens of copper pillars about the width of a forearm erupted around them. Large disks topped the pillars, glowing faintly. Blue energy crackled to life between them, forming a sparking fence.

      “Oh look,” Angel said. “Bandits.”

      Cowl shot Angel a look. It was impossible to see what he was thinking behind the mask, but Angel got the feeling that he was being glared at.

      “Did you really have to say that?” Cowl asked, drawing his sword.

      “I’ll keep my mouth shut next time,” Angel said. He still had the canister from their interaction with Silver loaded in his arm, so he didn’t make any sudden movements.

      Vanessa jerked her head back and forth, trying to find where the pillars had come from. “More bandits? Where are they? Underground?”

      A grating laugh reached Angel’s ears. Four men burst through the sand, wearing masks with breathing tubes running to a small tank at their sides.

      “Clever guess, girl,” the largest of them  said, his voice muted from behind the mask. “And you’ll be cleverer still if you hand over one Vei each.”

      “One Vei?” Angel exclaimed. “What do you think we are, local lords? Churning Sands has never had such an exorbitant toll.”

      “Well, it does now,” the large man said with a stupid laugh. The other three laughed with him.

      “We’ll give you five Vex each,” Cowl said. “And that’s being generous. The toll to pass through Churning Sands is barely worth that much.”

      “You got a lot more than that on you, ragman,” the large bandit said. “That flying artifact of yours ought to run at least three Vei.”

      “You’re an idiot,” Cowl said. “The Magistrate is going to rip you a new breathing hole if he finds out you’re trying to charge people this much.”

      “Well, he isn’t here. We are. Fork the cash over..”

      Cowl glanced back at Angel, then shrugged. “Fine, fine. I’m not trying to get killed over some coin.” He pulled out a large bag of money and held it out in front of him. Greed flashed in the bandits’ eyes as their leader stepped forward to claim his windfall.

      The bandit blinked. The tube connecting his mask to the breathing tank flopped limply as his head dropped to the sand. Cowl wiped the bandit’s blood from his sword. The Hunter had moved so fast that none of them had even seen him attack.

      Angel raised his hand and pointed at one of the gaping bandits. A bolt of lightning tore from his palm, crackling across the desert. The electricity leaped into the man’s body with a violent pop, dancing down his torso and  into the sand beneath his feet as the smell of burnt flesh rose from his body.

      He grabbed another canister from his shoulder and slammed it into place just as the spent one ejected itself. The bandit swayed once and then fell forward, hitting the ground at the same time as the canister.

      The two remaining bandits abruptly realized that they’d picked the wrong fight. They paled and backed up, but their own fences proved to be their undoing. Cowl’s wings whirred to life and he shot forward, slicing one of the men in half.

      He grabbed the other one by the front of his shirt and shoved him back into the electric fence. The man screamed as electricity arced across him. Angel leaped forward to pull Cowl back before the man fried himself as well, but the Hunter didn’t seem fazed in the slightest.

      Cowl held the bandit in the fence until the screams stopped. He dropped the smoking corpse and drove his sword into the base of the fence, twisting it. A puff of steam rose from the circular disk atop the fence, and the lightning between it and the nearest pole flickered out.

      “Come,” Cowl said, wiping his sword off in the sand and returning it to his side. “We don’t have time to waste on these fools.”

      Vanessa stared at the corpses of the bandits, her expression unreadable. Her hands clenched at her sides.

      “Gods above,” Vanessa said. “You slaughtered them!”

      Angel braced himself for her inevitable complaints about the Hunter’s wanton actions.

      “Can’t you do that to the other bandit crew? What are we even scared of?” Vanessa asked. “You smoked those assholes!”

      Angel blinked. That wasn’t what he’d expected, but it was certainly better than someone trying to push morals on a man that killed for a living.

      “These were amateurs,” Cowl replied. “They were stupid and weak. The other crew had several dangerous fighters and more than a few artifacts, not to mention a flying vehicle. I might have been able to escape, but not while protecting you and Angel.”

      “I can hold my own, thank you very much,” Angel said. “Well, probably not against the whole crew. But I could take a few of them.”

      “What do you want me to do, congratulate you?” Cowl asked. He knelt beside one of the corpses, digging around and pulling out a small purse and tucking it into his pocket. Cowl’s wings whirred to life and lifted him off the ground.

      Angel rolled his eyes. Cowl took off and the other two followed close behind him. Vanessa seemed to be lost in thought throughout the rest of the trip there. Luckily, no more bandits bothered them. Whether that was due to luck or the corpses they’d left in their wake, Angel wasn’t sure.

      Churning Sands was a square city with large, silver walls that boasted turrets at the corners. Massive cannons were mounted atop them. Unlike the cannons of Bronze City, these weapons had no barrel. Instead, they bore huge coils around what Angel suspected to be human-sized canisters. He couldn’t even imagine what sort of result firing one of them would have, but he suspected it would be quite flashy.

      There were iron gates scattered around the wall that gave entrance to the city. Each gate had one or two guards on the wall above it.

      Plumes of smoke rose behind the walls, and the faint clink-chug of machinery filled the air. Surprisingly, it smelled rather fresh. It wasn’t as clean as the desert, but it was a far cry from Bronze City.

      The three of them slowed down as they reached the nearest gate. Angel hopped off his board and slung it over his shoulder, wrapping his arm as they grew closer. When they stood before the gate, a guard peered down at them.

      “Scuffle with the bandits?” the guard asked, scratching the side of his scruffy face.

      “They were trying to overcharge us. We didn’t take kindly to that,” Cowl said. “We’ll be happy to pay the proper entrance fee.”

      He started to nod, but another man on the wall started toward them. With a sigh, the first guard shook his head and ducked away. The iron gate rumbled upward and the guard returned.

      “No need,” he said with a disappointed frown. “There’s no official tax to enter the city. Just try not to anger too many bandits. It won’t be good for your health.”

      “Noted,” Cowl said as they entered the city.

      The inside of Churning Sands looked like a massive marketplace. Dozens of merchants lined the streets, their wares laid out on carpets and blankets. They outnumbered the shoppers by at least three to one. Many of the tents had metal cubes with basic runework on them. Each had a valve that periodically released puffs of steam.

      “Air coolers,” Angel explained when he saw Vanessa’s interested expression. She nodded her understanding.

      Most of the buildings were just elaborate tents – some of which were multiple stories. A tall, spindly tent held up by dozens of supports marked the center of the town, surrounded by the market.

      “Well, at least it won’t be hard for us to find a map,” Angel said as Cowl led them down the streets. Merchants called out to them, going as far as to tug on the hems of their pants.

      A merchant leaned forward, grabbing Cowl’s right pant leg. “A map, sirs? I have one!”

      Cowl kicked the merchant’s hands away without even looking in her direction. “On the contrary. It is going to be dreadfully difficult.”

      “Why?” Vanessa asked, skirting the merchant as she passed.

      “Most of these merchants are scam artists. Their maps would be worthless,” Cowl replied. “We need to locate a real cartographer. Anything of value costs either time or money.”

      “Well, how much metal did our dead friends have?” Angel asked.

      Cowl turned down a side street, walking toward a multicolored three-story tent near the eastern edge of the town.

      “Enough to help,” Cowl said. They reached the tent and he pushed the flap open, gesturing for Angel and Vanessa to go in first.

      Angel ducked under the Hunter’s arm and sighed as cool air prickled against his skin. The faint smell of honeydew filled the tent. He moved out of the way to let Cowl and Vanessa enter behind him.
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      Inside the tent, there must have been a dozen merchants. These had tables, and all of them had some sort of food.

      “It smells good,” Vanessa said.

      “Don’t say that too loudly. Someone will try to sell you food,” Cowl said. “If you buy anything, don’t let them see how much coin you’ve got. And buy something natural. No precooked goods – stick to fruit.”

      “Because they’ll skimp out on the ingredients?” Vanessa guessed.

      “Or they’ll just stuff it full of diseased rat meat or something worse,” Cowl replied. A merchant selling pies shot him a dirty look, but he didn’t dare meet the Hunter’s eyeless gaze for long and looked away.

      "Do you know where we can get a good map?" Angel asked as they pressed onward.

      "Yes," Cowl replied. 

      They reached the end of the tent, where a ladder made of hemp and rusted metal bars hung down from the second level. Cowl climbed it like a spider, reaching the top in moments.

      Angel followed him. The ladder swung under his weight, but he’d traversed less sturdy terrain in the catacombs and it did little to slow him. The second floor was blessedly free of merchants.

      Instead, there were sections separated by heavy curtains. A tall man in leather armor with two blades at his side watched them with keen eyes.

      “Come seeking information?” he asked.

      “We have,” Cowl replied. “I need a map through the center of the Barren.”

      “A lone group traveling through the Barren? Do you have a vehicle?”

      “Yes. No,” Cowl said, pulling out the pouch he’d taken from the bandits and tossing it to him.

      He caught it and pulled the pouch open, watching them out of the corner of his eye as he inspected the coins. The man pulled the drawstring shut and nodded, tucking the pouch onto his belt.

      “Stupid. Stupid but wealthy. Yet, I can't let you travel without assistance in good faith. You, at the minimum, need a guide."

      "I've traveled the desert before," Angel said, stepping forward. "More than most."

      "A Seeker, then? Very well. I will find you your map. Would you like to wait here, or will you pay extra to track you down once I’ve located it?”

      “How long will it take you?” Angel asked. “We’re on a tight schedule.”

      “One day,” he replied. “I take pride in my products – unlike the majority of the scrabblers in this town. That is why you have come to me. It will take me time to locate a map with accurate information of the dangers you will face.”

      Cowl clicked his tongue – a strange sound when it was garbled by whatever voice changer he used. “Fine. We’ll remain here. I presume you’ve got a room?”

      “Fourth curtain on the left,” the merchant replied, sweeping past them and climbing down the ladder without looking back. Cowl followed his instructions, pushing aside one of the curtains and holding it open for Vanessa and Angel.

      The room was empty aside from three lightweight metal stools. They glanced at each other, then sat down.

      “Now what?” Vanessa asked.

      “We wait,” Cowl replied. “We cannot travel without a good map, even with the Seeker to guide us.”

      “What about the bandits?” Vanessa glanced nervously at the curtain flap as if something was going to burst into their small room.

      “We’ll deal with that when it comes,” Angel said with a shrug. “Say, Cowl, you have any particular love for our map-bringing friend?”

      “None in particular,” Cowl replied. “He is one of several merchants here that can produce goods up to my standard. Why?”

      “Just asking,” Angel replied. He pulled his pendant out and flicked his eyepiece down for some light. There was no point wasting good time.

      Cowl and Vanessa watched with interest as Angel inspected the pocket watch. He was quite certain that his goal was near, but it evaded him every time he thought he was starting to understand the artifact.

      After some time, Cowl got to his feet. “I’m going to go restock on supplies. Remain here.”

      Vanessa nodded absentmindedly and Angel ignored him completely – he was intent on his project. To Angel, the rest of the world was nothing more than a faint blur. His fingers played across the smooth metal as he sought the locket’s secrets.

      He gently tickled the clock with magic and watched as the second hand ticked backwards once. Nothing else happened and Angel let out a sigh. He repeated the process a few more times, trying to figure out what mechanism was causing the clock hands to move, but he earned nothing from his efforts but an aching back.

      Angel straightened with a sigh. He cracked his back, then put the locket away. Vanessa cocked her head.

      “Did you figure it out?”

      “Not yet,” Angel replied. “I’m close. Very close. I’m missing a core part, and I fear I’ll have to take it apart to see it. Artifacts don’t take kindly to being dismantled, but if things come to that…”

      He shrugged, pulling an empty canister from his travel pack. The Seeker traced a pattern through the air with magic and sent it into the metal, capturing it. He popped the prepared spell onto his arm.

      “Can you teach me how to do that?” Vanessa asked, nodding at Angel’s arm.

      “Do what? Make canisters?” Angel asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m not sure I’m much of a teacher, but I suppose I could give it a shot. Do you have any experience with Tinkering at all?”

      “Just what I saw the workers in my house do,” Vanessa said, lifting her stool and moving closer to Angel so she could get a better look at what he was doing.

      “You’ll probably learn a different method when you go to school,” Angel said, picking up a canister and frowning as he tried to figure out the best place to start. It had been years since he’d learned Tinkering, and the memories weren’t fond. “First, you’ll need some kind of etching tool.”

      “There’s more than one? What do you use?” Vanessa asked.

      “A mixture, but my main one is built in,” Angel said, smirking. He held his hand out so Vanessa could see it as the needle tips emerged from his fingers. “I apply the magic with my left hand and then mold it with my right. Your skin is conductive, but metal is not. The smaller the point you’ve got to work with, the easier it’ll be – hence why most people use something called a scribe.”

      “That makes sense,” Vanessa admitted. “I don’t have a scribe, though.”

      “I’m sure we can find some piece of crap in the market,” Angel said, rising to his feet.

      “Cowl told us to stay here, though.”

      “I survived for a very long time without Cowl,” Angel replied. “He may be a Hunter, but his home ground is stabbing things, not navigation. I don't know this city's markets as well as he does, but they don't pose me much threat either. That said, you might as well stay here. You’re kind of a walking target.”

      “What?” Vanessa exclaimed. “Why?”

      “You carry yourself like a noble. Your shoulders aren’t hunched from years of work, and you don’t have a tan. On top of that, you’ve got no weapon. It’s painfully obvious.”

      “Oh,” Vanessa muttered. “Right. Maybe I’ll stay here.”

      “It's quite safe inside the tents. These information brokers are all the same – they value your safety more than money. If something goes wrong, nobody would ever trust them again and they'd lose all their business. They've probably dealt with criminals and targets worth ten times whatever the coin is on your head, so you'll be fine as long as you stay here. I’ll be back in five minutes,” Angel said. “There are so many vendors that I’ll probably trip over the tools before I see them.”

      Vanessa nodded, and he slid down the ladder. He strolled out of the building and wandered down the rows of merchants, scanning their goods as he went.

      They called out to him as he passed, but he ignored them. The ones with anything worth buying didn’t have to try to get someone’s attention. Their goods would speak for themselves.

      Angel’s search didn’t last long. He spotted a merchant in the shadow of a two-story tent with a dozen mechanical items on his carpet.

      The tent had a steady flow of traffic going in and out of it, and the drunken yelling and laughter made it quite clear that it was a tavern. Angel approached him.

      “G’day,” the merchant said, inclining his head. “Interested in something?”

      “I’m looking for a Tinkerer kit,” Angel said. “Something for beginners. I don’t suppose you’ve got one?”

      “You can get that kind of thing anywhere,” the merchant said, laughing as he stroked his bearded chin. “I wouldn’t keep the cheap things in stock if I didn’t sell so many of them to idiots who think they can teach themselves Tinkering.”

      “Doesn’t seem like a wise thing to tell a customer who wants to buy one,” Angel observed.

      The merchant shrugged, shifting a large metal disk to the side and rooting around some spare parts. He pulled out a small, stained pouch. It looked to be made of some form of synthetic leather. The man held it out to Angel.

      He took it, popping open the buttoned top and glancing inside. There were a few iron tools, all slightly tarnished by wear and age. However, despite the impurities, the kit seemed to be in good shape. Most importantly, the scribe was mostly unblemished.

      “This’ll do,” Angel said. “How much?”

      “Two Vex.”

      “It’s hardly worth one,” Angel said, snapping the kit closed and raising an eyebrow. “The rust will need to be removed or it’ll interfere with the magic. These tools need to be pure to avoid accidentally messing with your work.”

      The merchant sighed. “Something about the way you carried yourself told me that you knew what you were doing, but a man can dream. One Vex is fine.”

      Angel took the coin out and tossed it to him. It vanished into his baggy clothes and he gave a wide grin that told Angel he’d just overpaid for the set.

      “Seeker, are you?” the merchant asked before Angel could leave.

      “How’d you know?”

      “All the artifacts you’ve got. That board on your back is a dead giveaway, not to mention that your arm is all wrapped up. You aren’t carrying a weapon, so you aren’t a Hunter. Tinkerers barely ever even leave their workshops, and they certainly don’t come to Churning Sands. Hence – Seeker.”

      “Good assessment,” Angel said. “You’ve got me. Any reason why you care?”

      “Just a warning,” the merchant said, his grin fading. “You might want to take a look in the Hunter’s Guild. There have been reports of a Great Catacomb in the area.”

      Angel blinked. “Seriously? At the edge of the Barren? I thought they were usually localized near the center?”

      “Not this one. I haven’t seen it myself, but one of my partners did. The sand collapsed, forming a massive hole nearly the size of a small city. Swallowed a party right up, then closed right after.”

      “That’s dire news indeed,” Angel said. “And certainly news worth following up on. Could you direct me to the Hunter’s Guild?”

      The merchant nodded at the loud tavern beside them. “You’re standing next to it.”

      “Ah,” Angel said. “Convenient. I appreciate the help.”

      “No problem,” the merchant replied. “Enjoy your stay in Churning Sands and make it short if you know what’s good for you.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” Angel gave him a nod and, after a moment of consideration, headed to the large tent. He pushed the flap open, pursing his lips as the smell of strong spirits assaulted his nostrils, and walked inside.

      About a dozen people milled around the center of the tent, talking loudly. Most of them held large metal tankards in their hands. At the far end of the room, a short woman that couldn’t have been much older than Angel leaned against one of the tent’s supports. An apron marked her as either a waitress or the bartender.

      Angel circled the crowd, trying not to curl his lip in distaste. He reached the woman, who scanned him from the feet up in an instant. She straightened, revealing the hilt of a short blade at her side.

      “Can I help you?”

      “I hope so,” Angel said. “I heard rumors of a Great Catacomb?”

      She pressed her lips together. “There have been some sightings of it. Don’t tell me – you’re a Seeker?”

      “You aren’t the first person to have guessed that today,” Angel said, laughing. “And, before you ask, I don’t want to find the damn thing. I want to avoid it.”

      She blinked. A grin tugged at the edge of her lips and she let out a breath. “Good. You have no idea how many stupid Seekers have come through here in the past week or two, all trying to find the Great Catacomb. It’s like watching a bunch of children racing to jump off a cliff because there might be some gold at the bottom.”

      “It’s part of the job description,” Angel said with a good-natured laugh. “Normally, I’d be jumping off that cliff right along with them. Unfortunately, I’m currently preoccupied. Do you know what general area it tends to show up in? I don’t want to get caught unawares.”

      “Mostly northeast of Churning Sands,” she replied, lowering her voice a little. “And I hope for your sake that you’re really trying to avoid it and not just tricking the answer out of me. I really don’t care either way, but it does weigh a bit on my consciousness knowing how many of you idiots are going to get themselves killed.”

      “After you deal with enough Seekers, you’ll get used to us getting killed,” Angel said, his grin flickering. “As a rule of thumb, don’t get too attached to a Seeker. It won’t end well.”

      “Damn,” the woman said, brushing her apron off. “Sounds like you got something personal there.”

      “Just old grievances,” Angel said. “Thanks for the advice, Miss. I’ll do my best to avoid the catacomb for now.”

      “No problem. Is there anything else I can help you with?” she asked, pushing her blonde hair away from her face. “A drink, perhaps? Or the mail if you’re expecting any.”

      “I’ll pass on the drink,” Angel said. “I’m too soft for that stuff. It would ruin my pretty boy image. As for mail, well, I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to check. You have a telegraph here?”

      “All the official Hunter’s Guild locations have a telegraph,” she replied, opening a flap in the ceiling. A rope ladder fell down and she clambered up, Angel behind her.

      The second floor of the Hunter’s Guild was empty aside from a man-sized machine sitting in the center of the room – a large box full of gears and pistons with an old mechanical keypad attached to the top. There was a long slot at its base. It emitted small puffs of steam from a valve at its side that rose through vent holes cut into the tent above it. A long copper pole extended from the side and traveled up through another hole.

      “What’s your name?” she asked. Angel winced – probably not the best idea to go giving out his name. Then again, Silver already knew they’d gone through Churning Sands, so it wasn’t that big of a deal.

      “Angel. No last name.”

      “Interesting,” she said. Her hands played across the keyboard with a series of loud clicks.

      The machine belched out a puff of smoke and the woman leaned back to avoid the hot air. She pressed another key on the typewriter. It rattled and a small metal plate emerged from the bottom.

      “Angel the Seeker – You’ve got a message from the Hunter’s Guild in Bronze City,” the barkeep said, picking the plate up.

      “Really? What do they want with me?” Angel asked, peering down at it. His nose curled in annoyance. It was written in code. “I don’t suppose you can read this? They seem to have forgotten that I don’t know the Hunter Dialect.”

      “I normally charge for that, but this message isn’t too long,” she replied, scanning it. “Begin message: We located a suitable Hunter for your request, but you had left the building by the time we found them. If you are still interested in hiring a Hunter, please return to the Bronze City Hunter’s Guild. Your deposit is non-refundable. End message.”

      Angel frowned. “What? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “If you want me to read it again, I’m going to charge you. I’m not a glorified secretary.”

      “No, it’s fine,” Angel said, waving his hand. “I understood what you said. Just… one moment, please.”

      Angel went back over the words in his head, his lips pressed thin. They’d found a Hunter? That didn’t make sense – he’d gotten a Hunter through the guild already. It was possible they’d somehow botched their records, but the guild was generally pretty accurate.

      “Is everything all right?”

      “It’s fine,” Angel said, shaking his head. “I was just a bit confused, but it’s no issue. Was that all of the mail?”

      “It was. I’ll wipe the letter so long as you’re done reading it,” she said with a concerned frown.

      Angel nodded, still trying to piece together what was going on. She inserted the metal plate into a slot at the back of the machine. A gear-whirring was followed by a loud crunch as the metal was compacted and wiped clean.

      One puff of smoke later, the telegraph stopped rumbling. Angel smiled politely. “Thanks for your help. I’m running late, so I should probably get going.”

      She bid him farewell, still looking slightly concerned as the Seeker slipped down the ladder. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been gone, but it was more than five minutes.

      When he got back, Vanessa was pacing the room nervously. She let out a relieved sigh, but her features quickly turned annoyed. “Where were you? I thought something had happened!”

      “Sorry,” Angel said, pulling out the Tinkerer’s tools and handing them to Vanessa. “I got sidetracked by something important.”

      Vanessa took the pouch from Angel and popped it open, peering inside. “I guess. Is everything okay?”

      “I… yeah. It is,” Angel said. He needed more time to process the information. Even if there was something wrong, there was nothing he could do about it now. He reached over and pulled out the scribe. The kit was so shoddy that it wasn’t much more than a metal handle that ended in a thin point, but that was more than enough for their purposes. “This is the scribe. It’s what you’ll use for most of the basic work. But, before we can even start that, we have to clean all of the tools. Any oxidation on them will interfere with your magic.”

      Vanessa nodded, listening intently. Angel pulled out a small oilcloth bundle, carefully unwrapping it to reveal a vial of clear liquid. “This is acid. Strong acid at that. It’ll get the rust right off.”

      He unscrewed the top carefully using his mechanical arm, then dipped the tip of the scribe into the solution. The rust covering the metal tip flaked and fell off as he swirled it around the liquid.

      “And voila. Clean as a whistle,” Angel said, pulling the scribe back out. The greenish-brown sheen that had been covering it had vanished, replaced by glittering bronze. He wiped it off and handed it to Vanessa, who held it gently as if it would break in her grasp.

      “Wow. How does it work?”

      “I’m getting there. You know how to channel basic magic, right?”

      “Of course. I can’t do anything with it, though,” Vanessa replied, summoning a small mote of blue light to her fingertips. “It’s just a tiny light.”

      “Almost everyone can cast magic,” Angel said. “But not many people learn how to use it beyond what you’ve got there. When you Tinker, you’re trapping magic within the metal. Mistakes mean the magic doesn’t react like it’s meant to. Best case – it fizzles. Worst case… well, there are a lot of one-armed Tinkerers.”
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      Vanessa nodded her understanding solemnly, looking at the scribe in her hands with newfound respect. “Is there a beginner pattern?”

      “Not for filling canisters,” Angel said. “But the good news is that putting the magic into a pattern does nothing. Like I mentioned a while ago, we don’t have access to Old World Magic. Without the pressure build-up, any designs you make will just fizzle. That means you can’t injure yourself until you start trying to put the magic into a canister.”

      “That’s good,” Vanessa said. “So, how should I start?”

      “A square,” Angel replied with a smirk. “And once you’ve done that about a hundred times, we can move on to a circle.”

      Vanessa brought a spark of magic to bear above her palm, then carefully prodded it with the scribe. The metal tool pressed into the floating orb, dragging a small line of energy with it when she pulled back.

      The tool trembled slightly in her grip as she drew the lines of the square, causing it to come out wobbly and more like a shoddy circle than anything else. Angel gave her an encouraging nod. “Not a bad start. You don’t have the muscles in your arm to keep the tool steady yet, but those will build. Just keep practicing.”

      The magic dissipated harmlessly when Vanessa pulled the scribe away from it. Unperturbed, she brought forth another spark of blue energy and started again.

      As sheltered as Vanessa had been, she learned at an incredible pace. By her tenth attempt, her square actually resembled the shape. Sweat trickled down her brow and her lips were several degrees of color lighter.

      “That’s enough for now,” Angel said, stopping Vanessa before she could start again. “Magic comes from the energy within our bodies. You can eventually build a bigger reserve, but that takes years of practice. You’re going to faint if you keep at it.”

      “It’s a lot harder than I thought it was,” Vanessa said, rocking back with a sigh. “But I felt like I was getting somewhere! I think I was getting close to making a square.”

      “You were doing quite well,” Angel agreed. “Have you ever done anything like this before?”

      “No,” Vanessa said, her face falling. “My mom didn’t let me do just about anything other than ride around the outskirts of the city with a heavy guard. I was too ‘important,’ or some garbage like that.”

      “The drawbacks of wealth.”

      “It was nice, I suppose,” Vanessa admitted. “But not as nice as you’re thinking. It’s nothing you haven’t heard, of course. It’s not like I didn’t have any freedom. I know I had a better life than just about everyone else in Bronze City.”

      “There’s a but coming,” Angel said, cocking his head.

      “I couldn’t trust anyone. Everyone I met was trying to get something from my mom. Land, money, sex, you name it. Some of them got what they wanted, others didn’t. And they all saw me as the easiest way to reach her. Even now, with the Magistrate of Brineview. It’s not like he cares about me in the slightest. There are thousands of attractive women that would kill to marry him. If he catches me, I doubt I’ll live through the year. He just wants to marry me to bring Bronze City under his control.”

      Angel winced. “That does sound pretty horrible. Not to question your life choices, but why didn’t you take up a hobby or learn something? I find the company of my artifacts is often vastly superior to that of my fellow humans. Did the Magistrate ban you from doing anything dangerous or something like that?”

      “I almost wish I could say yes,” Vanessa said with a laugh that was equal parts bitter and disappointed. “Have you ever tried to learn something when you had no reason to? I can complain, but I had everything I needed. Good food, water, free entertainment, and all the money I could ever ask for. I was lazy. Sure, I tried my hand at sewing for a year or so. Then I gave it up, and it’s the same story with just about everything else. Why practice something when you can pay someone else to do it for you?”

      She leaned forward, rubbing her face with her hands and letting out a sigh. “I’m sorry. You don’t need to hear the complaints of a spoiled teenager.”

      “We all need to vent sometimes,” Angel said. “And you make some fair points. I doubt I would have done half of what I have if an empty stomach wasn’t driving me. What matters now is that you’re here, and money is far from infinite. You’re in a great position to be very… driven about your future. Your life may depend on it.”

      “I’m not sure if that was meant to be comforting.”

      “It was meant to be whatever you make of it,” Angel replied. “It’s your life. I’m not going to tell you the right way to live it.”

      Vanessa watched him with a curious expression. Angel could practically see the thoughts bouncing around in her head. Before she could say anything, the flap to their room parted and Cowl strode inside with a bag over his shoulder.

      “I’ve gathered the supplies,” Cowl said. “I presume there’s been no trouble?”

      “None,” Angel confirmed, trying not to stare at the Hunter. Confronting him now would gain nothing. Whoever Cowl was, he seemed to be interested in helping them. “I’ve just been teaching Vanessa how to Tinker.”

      “A valuable skill,” Cowl said. “One that many spend decades mastering.”

      “I can almost draw a square.”

      “Congratulations,” Cowl said, setting the bag down. “Learning a new skill is always a wise choice, especially when we’re going to be stuck here for a few hours.”

      “Why’d it take so long to find supplies?” Angel asked. “Did something give you trouble?”

      “Not much gives me trouble,” Cowl said. “But I am picky about what I purchase. It took some time to find a suitable merchant.”

      From anyone else, Angel would have taken the words as bluster. But, when Cowl said it, Angel got the feeling that the Hunter was stating facts.

      “Well then, what now?” Angel asked. “Do we just sit here and wait for the map?”

      “Do whatever you were doing,” Cowl replied with a shrug. “We can’t move for a while, so you might as well enjoy your rest.”

      “Angel said I couldn’t practice any more with the tools,” Vanessa said, scrunching her nose in annoyance. “I don’t know what else we can do.”

      “Well,” Angel said, taking out a canister and drawing a spell in the air. He pressed it into the metal and sealed it before adding it to the holster on his shoulder. “I’ve still got some work to do. You might as well watch.”

      Vanessa nodded and scooted forward. Angel repeated the process with the next canister, going much slower than he normally did so that she’d have a chance at picking something up.

      “Where’d you learn Tinkering?” Cowl asked. “It’s normally quite expensive, and you don’t strike me as a noble.”

      “My Master. I traveled with a very talented Seeker for many years when I was younger. He taught me everything I know about Seeking and Tinkering.”

      “And Hunting,” Cowl observed. “Some of those flips and dodges I’ve seen you do aren’t meant for dodging traps.”

      “You can’t be a Seeker without knowing how to tussle with a few monsters. Just because I don’t seek them out doesn’t mean I can’t fight them,” Angel said. “My Master could have held his own with most of you.”

      “A Seeker, Hunter, and Tinkerer?” Cowl asked. Angel suspected that, behind his mask, the Hunter was raising an eyebrow.

      “He sounds incredibly talented,” Vanessa said. “Where is he?”

      “Dead,” Angel replied curtly. “And buried about a thousand yards under the Barren in a catacomb.”

      “Oh,” Vanessa said, her face falling. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” Angel replied. “He had it coming.”

      Vanessa blinked, confused.

      “Just because someone is talented doesn’t mean they were a good person,” Angel said. He took his pendant out, unwrapping the oilcloth, and silently started to work on it.

      Hours passed in silence. Vanessa watched Angel study the pendant for a while, then pulled out her set of Tinkerer tools and started to pick the rust off the uncleaned tools with a small blade.

      Night was falling when the flap parted and the map merchant came in  with a metal tube clasped in his hand. He handed it to Cowl, who popped the cap off and tipped a roll of parchment into his hand.

      “Real paper?” Cowl asked, his robotic voice crackling.

      “You paid for a real map. That’s what you got,” the merchant said. “Don’t break it.”

      “Wow,” Angel said, putting his pendant away to get a better look at the map. “I can’t remember the last time I saw nice paper. There isn’t much of that around the Barren anymore.”

      “The cartographer has a merchant friend that brings it in from the Ring,” the bearded man said with a hint of pride. “I am pleased that you appreciate my work, but I am afraid that our business is done. I must ask that you leave the waiting room.”

      “We’ll be happy to oblige,” Cowl said, rising to his feet and returning the map to its tube and handing it to Angel.

      “Thanks,” Angel said, inclining his head as he passed the bearded man on the way out. The room’s entrance was thin, and he had to turn sideways to fit through it without hitting him.

      They brushed briefly as they passed, but neither acknowledged the other. Angel and Vanessa hurried after Cowl as the Hunter’s fast pace took them out of the large tent and toward the edge of the city.

      “Are we going to travel at night?” Vanessa asked. “What about the monsters?”

      “We can use the dark to put some distance between ourselves and Silver,” Angel said. “If they haven’t gotten fully paid by that Magistrate, they will be soon. We don’t have the time to waste. The bandits are a bigger problem than the monsters right now.”

      “Agreed,” Cowl said.

      Angel took the board off his back as they reached the gate. The guard on the wall above them pulled a lever as they approached, raising the gate. Vanessa waved to him as they headed back into the desert.

      Cowl’s wings opened and fluttered to life. Vanessa shot after him with Angel in pursuit. The cold wind, normally pleasant during the day, nipped at Angel’s extremities. He squinted, trying to shield his eyes from the cold.

      “I think I prefer traveling during the day!” Vanessa called over the howl of the wind. She hugged herself tightly, which was slightly impressive given the speed they were moving at.

      “It’s not fun, but we need to put a good bit of distance between ourselves and Churning Sands,” Angel said.

      “Because of the bandits?”

      “That’s one of the reasons,” he said, pulling out a small leather pouch. “I also might have lifted this off the bearded guy Cowl hired.”

      Cowl glanced back at him. “Anything good? I was thinking about doing that myself. The man was strutting around like he owned the city. He had that map hours ago and was probably just messing with us.”

      “Few Vex and a Vei,” Angel replied, peering inside it. “Also a monster core, but it looks pretty small. Nothing all that interesting, but I guess that’s why he kept it on his hip.”

      Cowl grunted. No bandits bothered them on their way out of the city, either because they were all sleeping or because word had gotten out about what happened to the last group to cross their path.

      The moon overhead illuminated the desert sand in shades of shimmering gray and silver. Stars twinkled down at them from their spot in the sky. Angel had spent many hours staring up at them, wondering which ones the humans that lived before the Great War had put there.

      On particularly bright nights, if one was lucky enough, a star might pass before the moon. During one occasion, Angel had caught a glimpse of copper and Magitech that made up a particularly large star. He’d needed a telescope to do it, but the memory had stuck with him.

      The cloudless sky darkened, making Angel’s skin prickle, but it wasn’t from the cold. He glanced over his shoulder and cursed. “So much for a head start. Pick up the pace! Silver is right behind us.”

      The bandit’s chopper flew through the air behind them, its four rotors spinning quietly. A long plume of steam traced its path through the sky. With every passing second, it gained ground on them.

      “How did they find us so fast?” Vanessa asked as all three of them drove their artifacts to the max.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Angel said tightly. “Focus on escaping.”

      “I’m not so sure we’re going to be able to outrun them,” Angel replied after another glance back. The chopper had gained on them. He wasn’t certain, but there was a small form at the vehicle’s railing that might have been waving at them.

      “Then we’re going to die,” Cowl said. “I can handle five of them at once on a good day. Can you deal with the other five?”

      “Probably not,” Angel admitted. “Two or three maybe, but my magic isn’t fast enough to take on five.”

      “Just leave me,” Vanessa said, putting on a brave face. “They’re only after me, and I don’t want you two to die on my behalf, especially if it’s pointless.”

      “Your mother would kill me right afterward,” Angel said. “You need to get rid of those heroic ideals. They have no place in the Barren. Sacrificing yourself isn’t going to get you anywhere.”
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      “Do you have a better idea?” Vanessa snapped. “I don’t know how to fight!”

      “We’ll fix that if we escape,” Angel said, clenching his hands. “Cowl, what direction are we headed relative to Churning Sands?”

      “North. Why does that matter?”

      “Trust me,” Angel said, a determined grin stretching across his face. “We’re turning a bit to the east.”

      He leaned to the side, sending up a spray of sand. Cowl and Vanessa followed him. Behind them, the chopper did the same.

      “What are you playing at? Do you know this area of the desert?” Cowl yelled.

      “Not in the slightest,” Angel replied. “I don’t travel this way often. Too far from Bronze City.”

      “Then why are we going off course? There’s nothing to the east but empty sand!”

      “That’s not entirely true,” Angel said, reaching up and loading a canister into the slot in his arm. “Just get ready.”

      “For what?” Vanessa and Cowl asked in unison.

      Angel twisted and pointed at the chopper, taking a moment to aim. A bolt of yellow lightning ripped out of his palm and howled across the sky. The driver of the chopper yanked it back, but they needn’t have bothered.

      By the time Angel’s magic had reached the chopper, it had already faded to little more than a spark. It hadn’t bought them more than a second or two.

      “What was that for?” Cowl yelled. “You’re just wasting magic! You’ve only got six of those, don’t you?”

      “Only three lightning, actually,” Angel corrected. He loaded another canister into his arm and pointed it into the air, firing it off again. Lightning cracked for a second time, but the chopper didn’t even try dodging this time.

      “Have you lost your mind?” Cowl yelled. “You’re throwing away any chance that we had to beat them!”

      “Shut up and let me work,” Angel replied, flicking his eyepiece down and scanning the desert floor. “Get ready to stop on my signal.”

      Angel loaded his third and last canister of lightning magic into his arm. He turned slightly more eastward and leaned forward, drawing every last drop of speed out of the board. Cowl and Vanessa strained to keep up with him, but their artifacts weren’t quite as fast as the board.

      He pointed his hand at the ground in front of them. Lightning leaped forth, scoring the sand. The eyepiece let out a small ding, outlining a large portion of the sand in front of them in faint orange light.

      The chopper was closing the distance between them. Angel could now hear the large motors whirring. Silver and two other men stood at the railing. The bandit captain’s hat was so ridiculously large that his subordinates had to stand an arm’s length away from him to avoid bumping into it.

      “Why do you run?” Silver called. “It’s pointless, friend. Fleeing will not change the outcome. You did not strike me as a fool, so this pointless waste of time and effort does not become you.”

      Angel ignored the man. “Get ready to stop. We’re almost there.”

      “Almost where?” Vanessa asked, her face pale from the chilled air.

      “Now!” Angel urged, bringing his board to an abrupt halt. Cowl and Vanessa jerked to a stop as well. The Seeker flicked his eyepiece back up as the chopper caught up, slowing to a stop in the air over them.

      “I’ll be honest,” Silver called down. “I didn’t actually think you’d stop. You really are quite a pleasure. I don’t suppose you’re looking to join a bandit crew?”

      “Thanks. I’ve always prided myself on being unpredictable,” Angel replied. “I’ll keep the offer in mind, although I think I have to respectfully decline right now. I’ve currently got a job.”

      “They said they wouldn’t kill you if you don’t fight back,” Vanessa said. “I don’t think you guys have a choice. It’s okay.”

      “There’s always a choice,” Angel said, fitting a new canister into his arm. He aimed it at the desert a short distance away from them and fired. A blast of ice slammed into the sand, spiderwebbing outward.

      The ground rumbled faintly. Grains of sand at their feet started to slide and churn. Angel hopped off his board, attaching it to his back. Vanessa staggered and caught herself on Cowl’s arm.

      “What’s going on?” Vanessa yelled.

      “I’ve got the same question,” Cowl said, steadying her and looking to Angel.

      Ropes dropped down from the ship and Silver started to slide down one of them. “A shame you don’t want to join, Angel. For the sake of time, I’m going to assume that you’ve got no interest in handing the girl over?”

      “I’m afraid not,” Angel said. The ground started to churn harder, becoming visible from the railing of the chopper. The bandits called out warnings to Silver, who stopped midway down the rope.

      “What have you done?” Silver called, his eyes widening as the sand beneath their feet started to swirl.

      “I’ll be seeing you around,” Angel yelled up at Silver, a smirk crossing his face. “I wouldn’t bring your chopper down here if you want to keep it, though.”

      The sand under their feet opened and sand cascaded into an enormous, dark maw. As they fell into the hole, Angel raised his hands in one of the few gestures that hadn’t been lost after the Great War. The last Silver saw of Angel before he was swallowed by the darkness was the Seeker’s middle fingers.

      Angel twisted midair, grabbing Vanessa with one hand and Cowl with the other. Someone was screaming, but it was hard to tell who over the violent howl of the wind. The moonlight trickling into the hole above them was fading rapidly as they plummeted deeper into the earth.

      “I hope your wings can hold three people!” Angel screamed. “And now would be a good time to turn them on!”

      “They’re already on!” Cowl screamed back, his mechanical voice crackling and popping. Judging by the speed of the wind howling past them, Angel wasn’t confident that they were being slowed much at all.

      As the moonlight grew fainter, new dots of light swam to life beneath them. Unfortunately, they were moving too fast for Angel to get a good look at them.

      A hum rose in the air around them. Angel’s skin prickled as a wave of green energy tore past them. A deep, bone-shaking thrum followed after it. The three of them started to slow, spinning helplessly as their surroundings seemed to grow thick.

      Their fall turned to a float as they neared the ground. When they were only a few feet above it, the thickness vanished and they fell the rest of the way. Angel twisted and landed on his feet, his head spinning. Cowl and Vanessa landed beside him.

      They stood in a large, circular stone room. A dozen glowing green runes had been carved into the floor. Their light dimmed until it had completely blinked out.

      “Well, that worked.” A spark of magic rose to Angel’s palm, illuminating the room with faint blue light. His voice echoed eerily.

      “Where are we?” Vanessa asked.

      “A Great Catacomb,” Angel replied, slapping his face gently to try to bring some feeling back into it. “I told you that I had things covered. Unlike normal catacombs, Great Catacombs are drawn to magic. They collect artifacts, so I figured blasting the sand with a bunch of magic would help bring it closer.”

      “How did you know there was one here in the first place?” Cowl asked, brushing sand off his clothes.

      “Someone in Churning Sands told me about it,” Angel replied. “About five seconds after I promised her I wouldn’t seek it out. Oops.”

      “Well, at least we’re safe,” Vanessa said.

      Both Angel and Cowl turned to look at her. She took one look at Angel’s sheepish expression and let out a sigh. “We’re not safe, are we?”

      “Not in the slightest,” Cowl said. “We might actually be in more danger than before. There’s a reason those bandits didn’t follow us down here.”

      “Well, at least we’re still alive right now,” Vanessa said, bringing a spark of magic to her fingers to help Angel illuminate the room. “How do we get out of here? There is a way out, right?”

      “There is,” Angel said, nodding. “It isn’t going to be easy, though. Do you know anything about Great Catacombs?”

      “Not in the slightest,” Vanessa said. “I know what normal catacombs are, though. That’s where Seekers go to find artifacts, right?”

      “Yeah,” Angel said, nodding. “A Great Catacomb is essentially the scaled-up version of that. They’re usually attempted by groups of talented Seekers, and the treasure they’ve got is significantly rarer than what you can normally find in a catacomb. As I mentioned before, that’s because they actively seek out magic.”

      “So… on a scale from one to ten, how dead are we?” Vanessa asked. “Rare stuff probably means stronger, scarier monsters.”

      “It’s hard to say for sure,” Angel mused. “Great Catacombs can vary in how dangerous they are. I’d normally do a lot of research before I’d ever even consider attempting one. Some of them aren’t much harder than normal catacombs, and others… well, there’s a reason that Seekers have such a high fatality rate.”

      “But you’ve managed to clear one before?” Cowl asked.

      “Once,” Angel said. “Several years ago. I went into one with my Master and three other Seekers. Two of them died and we barely escaped with our lives.”

      Vanessa steeled her features and nodded. “Right. But a small chance is better than nothing. How do we do this?”

      “With that attitude, you might make a decent Seeker yourself,” Angel said with an approving nod. “And the first thing we’re going to do is take a nice, long nap. We’re all tired and trying to traverse a catacomb when you aren’t thinking straight is just asking to get killed.”

      “I agree,” Cowl said. “We all need sleep. Angel, I know little about catacombs beyond what is common knowledge. Is it safe to sleep here?”

      “It should be,” Angel said, peering at the runes on the ground. “A normal catacomb would be different. They’re more predictable – everything is trying to kill you at every moment. They’re meant to keep you out. On the other hand, Great Catacombs want to get you inside. If you die outside it, it’ll be harder to keep a hold of your stuff. The next group would just grab it and get stronger.”

      “So we can sleep here safely?” Vanessa confirmed.

      “As safe as we’re going to get,” Angel said, already pulling his blanket out. “I wouldn’t worry too much about it. If we die, it’ll probably be fast. We won’t even notice.”

      “That’s not reassuring at all,” Vanessa muttered as she took out her bedroll.

      Angel chuckled. To his surprise, Cowl let out a small huff of laughter as well. Vanessa joined them. Their laughter was almost hysterical as the adrenaline finally started to wear off.

      They went to bed shortly after, no one even bothering to eat. Angel was the last one to fall asleep, as he spent a few minutes refilling and placing new magical canisters on his shoulder. Angel finally let his small sphere of magic blink out and the cavern plunged into darkness.

      It was hard to tell what time Angel woke up the following morning. He opened his eyes to the pitch black void surrounding them and let out a loud yawn. He brought a spark of magic to his fingertips, illuminating the room once again.

      Cowl sat atop his bedroll, already awake. Vanessa stirred and groaned, rising to a sitting position.

      “Is the entire catacomb this dark?” Vanessa asked wearily.

      “They usually aren’t,” Angel replied. “The machinery within them lets off a good bit of light, and catacombs are full of Old World Magic. That stuff is a lot of things, but stealthy isn’t one of them.”

      “Which leads us to the question: how do we get inside?” Cowl asked.

      “Catacombs can have a relatively simple puzzle at their entrance,” Angel said. “I was thinking about it last night, and I believe I’ve already solved it. Do you see the runes on the ground?”

      “I do,” Cowl said. “Do we have to arrange them in some sort of pattern?”

      “Something like that,” Angel said, kneeling and pressing his left palm against one of the runes. He sent a spark of magic into it. The rune activated and he nodded to himself. “Right. We need to find the pattern for open. That shouldn’t be too hard.”

      “These aren’t written in the common language,” Cowl said, peering down at one of the runes. “How do you know which one is open?”

      “This is Old World runecraft,” Vanessa said. “We can just spell it out.”

      “You can read this?” Cowl asked, a note of surprise in his voice.

      Vanessa flushed. “Yeah. I had a phase where I wanted to be a historian. It didn’t last all that long, but I picked up a bit. I’m not fluent or anything, but I think I can find the right letters.”

      “Then come help me,” Angel said. “There are a lot of runes, and it would be a shame if I gave myself a bad back.”

      Vanessa laughed and brought a spark of magic to her palm as well. The two of them walked in a slow circle around the room, searching for the proper symbols while Cowl watched them helplessly.

      “I found one,” Vanessa called out. “How does it work? Do you think order matters?”

      “Probably not,” Angel replied. “Go ahead and poke it with your magic. It should just absorb the energy. Damn greedy catacomb.”

      Vanessa did as he instructed. The rune lit with faint blue light and the orb in her hand vanished. She wandered off in search of another rune., Angel found another one of the runes and activated it.

      “How many more of them are there?” Cowl asked.

      Angel examined the rune Vanessa found before answering. “We’re missing the last two letters of the word.”

      “One letter,” Vanessa corrected, activating a rune to the far left of the circle.

      The final rune proved to be the hardest to find. It took the two of them nearly half an hour before Angel finally located it – directly under Cowl’s foot. As soon as it lit, a dull hum filled the room.

      “Get together quickly,” Angel instructed, taking Vanessa’s hand and pulling her with him to grab Cowl by the arm. “Many catacombs will happily separate groups if you let them. Makes it easier to kill us.”

      “Wonderful,” Vanessa said. Vanessa said. Cowl grunted thoughtfully. The humming grew louder and became a dull rumble. The ground started to shudder violently.

      Dust filled the air and glowing circles flared to life on the ground beneath them, separating the stone into large rings. The rings started to turn, lining up the runes Angel and Vanessa had activated.

      When the final rune slammed into place, the rumbling stopped. The circle in the center of the room shuddered and started to sink. Angel dragged his companions onto it before it could get too deep.

      “Are you sure this is the way in?” Cowl asked doubtfully.

      “The catacomb wants us to enter it,” Angel said. “Just trust me. I listened to your calls in the cities and desert, but this is my domain now. If we want to survive, you’ll have to follow my orders.”

      “You said entire parties of Seekers could get killed in a Great Catacomb,” Vanessa said. They were surrounded by stone on every side, and the faint light from the runes above them faded away.

      “They do,” Angel said. “But you don’t have just any old Seeker on your team. There’s a reason your mom came to me.”

      “She was desperate?”

      “Ha,” Angel said. “You’ll see.”

      Bright yellow light lit up the floor as they lowered out of the well and into a large domed cavern. They all blinked, their eyes adjusting to the sudden change. The platform beneath their feet rumbled downwards, uncaring.

      It shuddered to a stop about a minute later. Angel let out a slow whistle. The platform had stopped in the center of a large, square room. The ceiling was easily five stories above them. White lines crisscrossed out from where the platform had landed, stopping right in front of their feet.

      The walls were made of glittering gold and bronze machinery. Pistons chugged and valves belched steam. A big fan in the wall drew in the steam so it didn’t fill the cavern.

      At the far end of the room was a massive pair of bronze and silver doors that nearly reached the ceiling. Vanessa gasped.

      “Wow,” she breathed. “It’s… beautiful. What is all of this? What keeps it running?”

      “Old World Magic,” Angel replied. “And now, rule number one of catacombs: don’t step on the lines. They’re leylines, and they act like a trigger to activate a catacomb’s defenses. Not all defenses involve the lines, but all the lines involve defenses. Make sense?”

      “How can we avoid them?” Vanessa asked. “The floor is totally covered!”

      “Sometimes you can’t,” Angel replied. “But there’s no reason to rush in a catacomb. Take things slow. A careless Seeker is a dead Seeker.”
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      “So, what do we do?” Cowl asked, fiddling with the hilt of his sword. “I can’t say I’ve been in many catacombs, but this one doesn’t look particularly small. How dangerous is it?”

      Angel cleared his throat. “Well, it’s still hard to tell. Catacombs can vary a lot in their make and danger. Some fancy ones are actually quite safe, and some plain-looking ones are incredibly dangerous.”

      “How about a general estimate?”

      “Make peace with any gods you believe in,” Angel suggested. “Just to be safe. Now, give me a few moments. I need to map out a plan for this room.”

      He sat down on the platform and set his chin in his palm, examining the room with a trained eye. Aside from the doors at the far end and the pattern on the ground, the room looked empty.

      The pattern was very intricate and the lines ran incredibly close together. It would have been borderline impossible to walk in between them, especially for non-Seekers. He briefly considered having Cowl just fly over and push the door open, but he scrapped the idea almost immediately. There was a good chance the catacomb would somehow separate them from him and they’d be in an even worse position.

      “I’ve figured it out,” Angel said, standing up and brushing the dust off his knees. “We’re going to step on the lines.”

      “I thought you said not to do that,” Vanessa said doubtfully.

      “I’m amending my statement. Don’t do it by accident,” Angel said. “If we’re ready for the trap to activate, we’ll have a better chance of beating it. The patterns usually don’t have enough energy to activate multiple times, so once we set it off, we’ll be good.”

      “What will it do if we step on it?” Vanessa asked, turning a small dagger over in her hand. Angel doubted that it would have been much use against a monster, but anything was better than nothing.

      “Probably summon an ugly. Maybe a few of them,” Angel said, scratching his chin. “This is the first room, so I doubt it’ll be anything too scary.”

      “What if it is?” Cowl asked.

      “Then we all die in a horrible, painful manner. Monsters use our bones as toothpicks and push our bodies into a mecha-latrine or something,” Angel grumbled. “What do you want me to say?”

      “Just making sure,” Cowl said, cracking his neck. He drew his sword and placed the strange disk on the hilt. The weapon expanded into a massive shimmering blade nearly the width of Cowl’s shoulders. “Ready when you are.”

      “What should I do?” Vanessa asked, doing her best to look confident.

      Given the situation, Angel decided that she was doing better than he would have been, had he been in her shoes. “Just don’t get hit.”

      “I can do that. I think.”

      “Make sure you do,” Angel said. He turned to Cowl and gave the Hunter a small nod. “You ready?”

      “I always am.”

      Angel popped a canister out of its socket on his shoulder and slid it into the slot in his arm. He flexed his fingers, then gingerly walked out onto the pattern. The lines beneath his feet lit up with bright white light and a hum filled the room.

      He averted his eyes just before a brilliant flash lit up the catacomb. When he turned back, three hulking creatures had appeared in the center of the room. They stood more than two times taller than Angel and strongly resembled demonic gorillas. Their banana-sized fangs jutted out the bottom of their mouths and their hair was matted and shimmered in a way that looked eerily similar to armor.

      Angel flicked his eyepiece down. The gorilla in the middle lit up with orange light as he scanned it and text sprang up on the screen before him.

      
        
        Race: Gorant [Old World]

        Level 70

        Status: Disrepair

        Information accuracy: 92%

        Strength: 103

        Intelligence: 12

        Nimbleness: 20

        Toughness: 57

        Rating: Incredibly Dangerous

        Weak point(s): Not Enough Information (0/100)

        Element(s): Earth

        Error: Unable to analyze further. Information incomplete

      

      

      “The look on your face isn’t filling me with confidence,” Cowl said dryly.

      “I was just holding back a sneeze,” Angel replied, rolling his shoulders.

      The monsters turned to look straight at them. The beast in the center was slightly larger than the other two, and a quick look revealed that the flanking Gorants were both level 60. “The big guy in the center is the strongest.”

      “Couldn’t have figured that one out on my own,” Cowl said, adjusting his grip on the sword. “Make those spells of yours count.”

      They dashed forward. The Gorant in the center roared and pounded its fists against its chest before lumbering to meet them. Every step the beast took shook the ground.

      The ceiling was too far away for Angel to use a grappling hook, but there was more than one way to use that particular tool. He pointed his palm at one of the smaller monsters and the barb whistled out, sailing through the air and punching into the beast’s matted fur.

      Angel yanked his arm back and leaped upward, swinging up and over the large Gorant. He ripped the grappling hook free midair, turning his palm to aim at the massive creature. A blast of crackling lightning slammed into the creature’s head, causing it to stagger.

      The spent canister ejected and he twisted into a roll as he hit the ground behind the two smaller monsters. He popped to his feet and dashed away moments before one of them lunged at where Angel had just been, crashing into the ground with enough force to crack the stone.

      The grappling hook whipped back into his palm. Part of the Gorant’s head was blackened and smoking, but the creature didn’t look particularly injured. It howled and pounded a fist against its chest in fury.

      Cowl took that opportunity to shimmer forward, blurring through the air and bringing his massive blade down on the creature’s shoulder. A loud clang rang through the room and Cowl darted backwards to avoid a powerful swipe.

      His strike hadn’t done much more than dent the monster’s thick, armorlike hair. Angel gritted his teeth, but he didn’t have time to think further. One of the two smaller Gorants lumbered at him.

      It raised its hands to pulverize Angel. He dove forward, sliding between its legs and popping up from behind it. The creature let out a howl as its prey escaped and spun, reaching out to grab Angel.

      He launched the grappling hook into its forehead and jumped, pulling the creature’s head. With his free hand, Angel grabbed another canister and fitted it into his arm. Twisting his arm, he retracted the grappling hook.

      Angel hurtled toward the creature’s head. Its eyes widened in surprise at the crazed Seeker, and it flinched, instinctively raising its hand to protect itself.

      He ripped the barb free and angled his body to fly between the Gorant’s hands and its head. As he passed, he thrust his palm into the monster’s face.

      A blast of frost hit the Gorant square in the nose. It staggered, clawing at the ice enveloping its head and neck. Angel didn’t give it a chance to recover.

      He grabbed a fistful of the monster’s thick, musty back hair and heaved himself up, driving his mechanical arm into the monster’s skull with all of his might.

      The Gorant’s head shattered into pieces. Thick, chilled blood oozed out of its neck and it swayed in place before falling backward and crashing into the ground.

      Cowl had managed to hold both of the remaining Gorants at bay. Neither the Hunter nor the monsters had managed to damage the other, but Cowl’s movements had started to slow. The Hunter was stronger than they were, but he was fighting two of them. On top of that, their armor was a perfect counter to his sword.

      Angel fitted his third spell into his arm and charged toward the fight. When he grew close enough, the larger of the creatures turned toward him. With a smirk, Angel slammed his hand against the ground.

      A canister flew out of his arm and the ground beneath the smaller Gorant rippled. A thick spike of stone erupted beneath it, its sharpened point driving straight up into the creature’s backside. It pierced clean through the hairy armor and the monster screamed with pain.

      Cowl blurred forward, his blade lighting with bright blue energy. He reared back, taking advantage of the monster’s pain to line up a strike, and thrust the blade straight into one of its eyes.

      The massive sword slammed against the Gorant’s face, grinding against the hairy armor. Cowl snarled, forcing the weapon deeper until the hair finally gave way and the blade punched through its head.

      Cowl pulled his blade out and hopped back, avoiding the large Gorant as it charged toward him. It trampled the corpse of its fellow monster, crushing it underfoot and lunging for the Hunter.

      He spun out of the way, lashing out with his blade. It rang off the beast’s hair in a shower of sparks and Cowl beat a hasty retreat, his wings whirring to life. He flew up and landed beside Angel.

      “I’m not sure that trick will work twice,” Cowl said.

      “That’s why I’ve got more than one,” Angel replied, fitting another canister into his arm. The Gorant growled and leaned forward, putting its weight on all four of its limbs.

      It charged toward them, saliva frothing at its mouth. A blast of lightning from Angel’s arm slammed into its face. It screamed, staggering as the bright light blinded it.

      The smell of burnt hair rose into the air and the monster’s nostrils flared. It turned back to Angel, a growl escaping its mouth as it lumbered toward him. The Seeker didn’t move. He confidently loaded another canister into his arm. The old one ejected and he kicked it before it could land.

      It flew a few feet to the side and hit the ground with a rattle. The monster spun, lashing out at the noise. Angel raised his arm and the grappling barb shot out of his palm. It sailed through the air and latched on to the monster’s back.

      He took a few running steps and jerked the line, pulling himself into the air. The Gorant swung blindly, missing him completely.

      The Seeker kept his body flat until he was behind the monster, then tucked into a tight roll. The cord from his hand creaked and tightened as he spun in a circle, yanking the Gorant’s limbs together with the strong wire.

      He grew faster as he spun around the creature, wrapping further with every increasingly smaller orbit. Angel gritted his teeth against the growing forces assaulting his body.

      Muscles bulged as the Gorant desperately tried to escape from the tight bindings. It let out a furious roar as Cowl thrust his sword into the monster’s foot with all of his strength. The strike punched through the armor, covering it, and pinned the beast to the floor.

      Angel swung himself onto the creature’s back and wrapped his arms around its head before it could throw him off. He pressed his palm against the monster’s eye and braced himself as yellow sparks arced down his arm.

      A blast of violent lightning exploded into the Gorant’s eye, shooting down through its body. Black smoke puffed out of the creature’s mouth and nose as it ceased its struggles. Angel leaped off it, running in circles around the beast to unspool the cord that was still connected to his palm.

      He unraveled it and yanked the barb free as it pitched forward and crashed to the ground.

      “And there you go,” Angel said, trying to disguise his heavy breathing. “Not a speck of difficulty.”

      “Not bad,” Cowl said.

      Angel brushed the dirt off his shoulder and waved to Vanessa. “It should be safe now. You can come over.”

      Vanessa came, peering at the corpses of the monsters warily. “They’re dead, right?”

      Even as she spoke, huge streamers of blue light rose from the fallen Gorants. They flowed into Angel and Cowl – although more entered the former than the latter. Angel drew in a sharp breath, nearly doubling over as the energy hit him like a tsunami. His eyepiece dinged, but he barely even noticed it.

      
        
        Race: Human

        Name: Angel

        Level: 31 [14%]

        Status: Forei- Healthy

        Information accuracy: 100%

        Strength: 12 [+1]

        Intelligence: 23 [+4]

        Nimbleness: 20 [+3]

        Toughness: 5

        Comparative Rating: Minor Threat

        Weak point(s): Heart, Neck, Arteries… (100/100)

        Element(s): Steel, [Unknown]

        Magicore: None (42% Attunement)

        Installing new module: 10% complete.

      

      

      “Buried Gods,” Angel said, shuddering as the chilly magical energy shot through his veins, biting at his skin from the inside. “Haven’t gotten that much energy at once in a long time.”

      “You get used to it,” Cowl said. “Just don’t turn into a junkie. I’ve known too many Hunters that killed themselves seeking more and more energy, only to take on something they can’t handle and end up as the energy themselves.”

      “It’s not like I haven’t fought monsters before,” Angel said dryly. “It’s nice, but not worth dying over. The benefits are great, but leveling up a lot isn’t too common for Seekers. Monsters past level fifty become too dangerous for most of us to handle.”

      “I’ve always wanted to get a System artifact,” Vanessa said, nodding at Angel's eyepiece. “Mom wouldn’t let me. She said it encouraged taking risks.”

      “It does,” Cowl said. “But it’s not like you need it to take the risks. You get magical energy from killing monsters regardless of if you have a System artifact or not. The artifact just puts numbers to your growth.”

      Vanessa shrugged. “Tell that to my mom.”

      “With all due respect, after the absolute debacle this quest has been so far, I’ve got no plans of getting anywhere next to your mother in the near future,” Cowl said, taking the disk off his sword and watching it shrink back to its normal size. He put the weapon away and shook his head.

      “Do you think you could teach me?” Vanessa asked.

      “Teach you what? How to fight?”

      “Yeah,” Vanessa said. “I’m hiding in the corner whenever monsters show up. If I can’t defend myself, what happens when they inevitably go for me? One of you will get distracted trying to save me and we’ll eventually all get killed.”

      “I’ve trained for years to get to this level,” Cowl said. “There’s no possible way you could learn enough to be of any use with the short amount of time we have.”

      “The best time to plant a tree is fifteen years ago,” Angel said, putting on exaggerated wise airs. “The second best time is now.”

      “There aren’t any trees in the Barren,” Cowl said.

      “You know what I meant. She might not be of any use, but who knows how long we’ll be stuck in here,” Angel replied. “She’s not going to be a master anytime soon, but I know for a fact that there are numerous ways that she could be useful even without getting up close. That being said, you’re much better at fighting than I am. We’d all be better off if you did the teaching.”

      Cowl grunted. “Perhaps. But I don’t have any artifacts that would give Vanessa ranged combat capabilities. Do you?”

      “Afraid not.”

      “And I don’t suppose you’ve got an extra gauntlet for her to use canisters?”

      “No gauntlet,” Angel confirmed.

      “Then how is she supposed to learn?”

      “We’re in a catacomb,” Angel said, chuckling. “A Great Catacomb. It’s not a matter of if we can find an artifact. It’s a matter of when. I suspect we’ll find something she can work with sooner or later, so long as we don’t get killed first.”

      “Then we can worry about this if we find something,” Cowl said, adjusting his hat with a sigh. “Let’s just get moving. I have no desire to spend any more time in this damned place than I need to.”

      “No rushing,” Angel said firmly. “That’s how we get killed. We take things at a steady pace. With our group, we can’t afford to take any risks.”

      “Then lead the way, Seeker,” Cowl said. It was impossible to tell if he was being sarcastic or not.

      Angel led the small party to the massive doors at the far end of the chamber. He pressed his hands against the great metal slabs and pushed on them.

      Pillars of steam burst from a dozen valves on the walls beside the doors. Deep rumbling filled the room as gears churned to life and pistons started to chug. Inch by inch, the doors ground open.

      Beyond them was a short hallway made of the same metal plates that covered the floor. Angel nodded to himself and waved for Cowl and Vanessa to follow him. He crept through the hall, scanning for traps. Dim yellow lines lit up the cracks between the walls and the ground, filling the hall with artificial light. Behind them, the doors rumbled shut.

      The hall led into a much smaller, rounded room. Angel made out several doors, and considerably fewer pieces of machinery. They reached the entrance to the room and Angel held up a hand.

      He peered inside without emerging from the hall. Compared to the entrance, the room was rather plain. There were a total of six doors along the rounded walls. Each was made of iron and was practically indistinguishable from the other.

      Angel grunted and knelt, peering at the floor. His eyes narrowed and he reached into his pack, pulling out a stick of white chalk. He rubbed the ground on both sides of the entrance thoroughly.

      “Right,” Angel said. “Let’s go. We all move through the door at the same time. No hesitating. Understand?”

      “What’s the point of that?” Cowl asked. “It’s a doorway.”

      Angel ignored him. He grabbed Cowl and Vanessa’s hands. “Ready? Go!”

      They jumped into the room. Cowl looked around, then cocked his head in Angel’s direction. “Was there a purpose to—”

      The door slammed shut behind them. All three lost their footing as the room lurched, starting to spin. It accelerated, the rumble of stone on metal filling their ears.

      Then, as abruptly as it had started, it slammed to a halt. Angel rolled to his feet, hopping up and dropping into a fighting stance as he scanned for a threat. There was nothing but dust. The Seeker shook his head, trying to fight off the dizziness.

      “That’s the purpose,” Angel said dryly. “There’s a good chance that the door to the hallway is no longer functional. We might not even be in the same section of the catacomb. Anyone on the other side of that door would likely find it borderline impossible to reunite with us. Remember, this place is alive. Not in the same way as you or me, but it still lives. Doubt its intelligence at your own risk.”

      “Duly noted,” Cowl said, righting himself and helping Vanessa up. He brushed the dirt off his clothes and looked around. The door they’d come through – the one that Angel had marked with chalk – was now off to the side instead of behind them.

      “Should we go back out the door to check where we arrived?” Cowl asked, starting toward it.

      “No!” Angel said firmly, grabbing Cowl by his shoulder. “We’re well and truly inside the catacomb now. It’s earnestly trying to kill us, and that means no easy fights or ways out. I marked the door so we wouldn’t use it. That one is almost certainly a path straight to certain death.”

      “Where do we go, then?” Vanessa asked. “There are five other doors, but they all look exactly the same.”

      “Give me a minute,” Angel said, setting his bags down and approaching one of the doors. He knelt beside it, pressing his ear to the metal.

      He licked his finger and held it near the gap at the base before nodding to himself and drawing an “X” on the ground with chalk. He repeated the process at all five doors. When he was done, three of them had an “X” while the other two had an “O.”

      “X marks the doors that had no airflow,” Angel said. “That means they’re either dead ends, relatively safe locations, traps, or treasure rooms.”

      “And what do the O symbols mark?” Cowl asked.

      “Airflow, believe it or not. Hallways, rooms connected to the rest of the catacomb, more traps. Really, traps are everywhere.”

      “So, what’s the point of finding out whether they have airflow?” Vanessa frowned.

      “All information is useful in a catacomb,” Angel explained. “We now know that, if we need to take a rest, we should head down one of the X doors. However, we’re not going to escape this catacomb in one day. We don't need rest yet, so we’ll go with an O door. We should try to get deeper into the catacomb, as the more we annoy it, the faster it'll try to get rid of us. We might even find some shiny bits after enough hunting."

      “Are we trying to escape or get rich?” Cowl asked. “What need do we have for random artifacts? Just get us out of here.”

      “I’m a Seeker,” Angel said. “So more the latter than the former, really. Don’t make a glum pose at me, Cowl. If we can get Vanessa armed, we’ll have a much better chance of getting out of here alive.”

      “I’ve got another question,” Vanessa said, raising her hand like a pupil. “Why can’t we rest in here?”

      “We could,” Angel allowed. “But we do know that the catacomb can rotate this room. The more we let it move us around, the harder it’ll be to escape. Once we start really delving into it, we want to keep a mental map of our location as best as possible.”

      “So only certain parts can move?” Cowl asked.

      “Correct. And it takes a good bit of magical energy to do it, if I’m not mistaken,” Angel said. “If we bother the catacomb enough, it might just let us go with minimal effort. But that means taking a whole bunch of crap before it can really put its mind to stopping us.”

      “Lead the way, then,” Cowl said, gesturing grandiosely. “Which door?”

      “Hang on,” Angel said, grabbing his bag and pulling several canisters out of it. “I need to replenish my magic before we go any further.”

      He spent several minutes infusing the metal with spells and clipping them onto his arm. Once he’d finished, he rose to his feet with a nod. “Okay, now we can go.”

      Angel rubbed his chin in thought. He went to the leftmost door marked with an O and pressed his palm against it. The door swung open soundlessly, revealing a hallway lit by more faint yellow lines. It twisted and turned, making it impossible to see what waited for them beyond the corners.

      “Let’s give this one a shot,” Angel said. “Can’t be any worse than the others.”

      “Very reassuring,” Cowl said dryly.

      Angel grunted. He inserted one of the canisters into his arm and started down the pathway, the others several feet behind him. The hall wasn’t cramped, but it was too thin for the three of them to stand shoulder to shoulder.

      It was hard to tell how long they followed the winding hallway. The air was stale and smelled of rust and ash. Angel continued onward with the exact same speed, not changing once. His head turned on a swivel as they walked, taking in every bit of the catacomb’s walls.

      The three turned a corner and emerged into a wide room that could have doubled as a giant’s hallway. The walls were lined with dusty tapestries and there were a dozen doors beneath them.

      A stale breeze blew toward them from a giant door at the far end of the room. It was cracked open, and dim purple light emitted from behind it.

      “Another fancy hallway,” Angel said, curling his lips in distaste. “The last time I was in one of these, the catacomb flooded with sand and tried to bury me.”
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      “When was that?” Cowl asked curiously.

      “A few days ago, right before I took this job.”

      “Ah. I forget that Seekers live such eventful lives. Taking more than one job every few months fills me with distaste,” Cowl said.

      “Well, we can’t all be rich,” Angel replied, examining the room. There were no lines of old magic or any clear indications of traps, so he stopped at the first door, wrapping his hand in an oilcloth before tugging on the handle.

      It turned easily. Angel quickly closed it again and took a step back, his frown deepening. “Great. More doors.”

      “I take it the big, scary-looking one over there is bad news?” Vanessa guessed, nodding at the door at the far end of the room.

      “It’s where the catacomb wants us to go,” Angel replied. “It’s not necessarily bad news, but it is dangerous. It’s probably a fight or trap coupled with some nice reward if we manage to survive. It depends.”

      “On what?”

      “Well, it’s too early for this to be a deep portion of the catacomb,” Angel explained. “We haven’t reached what the catacomb is trying to protect. There might be something there, but most of it will be from the adventurers that died before us.”

      “That’s… really morbid,” Vanessa said, her face tightening. “Shouldn’t that stuff be returned to the families of the dead Seekers?”

      “Newsflash,” Angel replied with a grim smile. “Seekers are all grave robbers. I’d rob the Buried Gods blind if I could find out where they were.”

      “It’s not as barbaric as you think,” Cowl told Vanessa. “Death is not as taboo to the Seekers as it is to you. It is a fact of life, and the tools they can find in a catacomb are too valuable to leave behind or return. Perhaps when you become the Magistrate, you can make a better way of living for people so that they don’t have to Seek.”

      Vanessa reluctantly nodded her understanding. “So, what should we do?”

      “Well, we’re not trying to get deeper into the catacomb,” Angel said. “We want to escape. As much as I’d love to delve deeper, the entrance guards were twice my level. The best case scenario for us might actually just be doing what the catacomb wants.”

      “Dying?” Cowl asked.

      “Well, not everything,” Angel amended. “Just a little. I hope you’ve still got some juice in you, because we’re going through the spooky door.”

      Cowl shrugged, drawing his sword and holding it ready at his side as they made their way across the long hallway. Angel kept a close eye on the doors as they passed, but none of them moved.

      When they reached the open door, Angel peered through the crack. The room behind it was about the size of a tavern, with a towering ceiling and iron grates at the far end. The walls bristled with enormous churning gears and clear tubes full of crackling energy snaked through the gaps in the bronze.

      The floor was plain metal, without any indication of traps. If anything, that just set Angel even more on edge. He slipped inside the door with a grimace, then slowly started toward the center of the room with Cowl and Vanessa close behind him.

      Air trickled past his face, ruffling his hair and chilling his clothes. It was stale, but there was the smallest hint of outside air that gave him hope.

      “Where’s the monster?” Cowl asked, adjusting his grip on the sword.

      “No idea,” Angel replied. “I hate to say it, but this is new to me. I’ve never seen a catacomb room like this. We’re totally at its mercy right now.”

      He approached one of the glowing tubes. What looked like a miniature bolt of red lightning crackled inside the glass, arcing from one bronze end to the other. It was mesmerizing.

      Angel examined the back end of the tube. It seemed to be connected to the wall by nothing more than two brass tubes on either end of it.

      He grabbed the support with his mechanical arm and snapped it with a sharp movement. The tube popped off the wall with a hiss. The light within it faded as he ripped it free, revealing several thick wires emerging from where it had connected to the tubes.

      “Whoops,” Angel said, not sounding particularly apologetic as he placed the tube in his pack.

      “What is that?” Vanessa asked.

      “No clue. Looks similar to what you see on Magitech machines. That’s why I’m taking it,” Angel replied, ripping a second one off the wall. “Unknown means expensive.”

      “Or dangerous,” Cowl said, his tone indicating that he was frowning.

      Angel shrugged in response, liberating a third tube. “The catacomb wanted us to come in here. If it wanted to keep its fancy glowing tubes, then it should have hidden them.”

      The iron grates at the far end of the room rattled. The three of them didn’t even have a chance to react before the floor dropped out from beneath them.

      Vanessa screamed. A scream that ended in an embarrassed grunt when she hit the ground. The floor had dropped no more than a few feet, but the rumbling hadn’t stopped. The ceiling was rising away from them.

      “Buried Gods,” Angel cursed. “We’re getting deeper. Why are we getting deeper?”

      “Maybe the catacomb really hates us,” Vanessa said, rubbing her back with a pained grimace. “I thought you said the catacomb wants to get rid of us?”

      “Great Catacomb, not a normal catacomb. It wants our artifacts,” Angel corrected, squinting up at the receding light above them. “But it shouldn’t want them bad enough to bring us deeper. The challenges on the surface are usually what it tries to kill people with, but the deeper we get, the closer we are to its inner sanctum.”

      “What does that mean?” Vanessa asked.

      “It means somebody has a very fancy artifact that it’s willing to risk a lot to get its hands on,” Cowl said. “Right, then. Who’s got it?”

      “All I have are my skates,” Vanessa said. “And my bed.”

      “I don’t have anything worth more than a few Vei,” Cowl said. “My gear is good, but the fanciest piece of equipment I’ve got are the wings.”

      “Well, I don’t have anything that rare either,” Angel said, trying not to think about the relic in the wooden box hidden in his bag. “My arm is Old World Magic, but it’s not anything that rare. It’s pretty simple, actually. So what could—”

      Angel trailed off as he remembered the purple orb. Could the catacomb sense that as well? Or was it just after the relic?

      “What do you have, Seeker?” Cowl asked.

      “I had a minor altercation in a catacomb a few days ago,” Angel admitted, thankful for an explanation other than the relic. Friends or not, men had been killed for much less. “The same one that tried to bury me alive, I might add.”

      “Answers, not a story,” Cowl growled.

      “A foreign object inserted itself into my palm,” Angel said, shrugging. “It hasn’t killed me, so I’ve been ignoring it.”

      He showed Cowl his hand. The purple splotch chose that exact moment to reveal itself, shimmering like brilliant quartz for an instant before fading away once again.

      “You’re a moron. Why would you not attempt to figure out what was in you? It could be dangerous,” Cowl snapped.

      “Lots of things are dangerous,” Angel replied. “And I got a big job. I didn’t exactly have the time. It’s yet to kill me so far, so it can’t be that bad.”

      “It might be about to get us all killed,” Cowl said. “And there’s nothing else you’ve got?”

      “Nothing,” Angel lied. Cowl was a little too interested in his belongings, and the strange message from the Hunter’s Guild wasn’t doing him any favors.

      The light faded as they sank deeper into the earth. Angel and Vanessa brought sparks of magic to life in their hands, filling the dark shaft with a dim glow.

      “Well, we can’t do anything about it now,” Vanessa said, trying to sound upbeat. “Is there a way we can escape from here? Something tells me this elevator isn’t going to take us back up.”

      “Yes, actually,” Angel said. “A rather effective one. Unlike regular catacombs, Great Catacombs can forcefully eject you. If we do enough damage or steal enough loot, it’ll spit us out.”

      “So do what a Seeker normally does?” Cowl guessed.

      “Pretty much,” Angel replied. The floor finally rumbled to a stop, nearly knocking them all off their feet with the final shudder.

      A large section of the wall swung open, momentarily blinding Angel with yellowish light. He blinked furiously, letting the magic in his hand fade as he adjusted to the new environment.

      The room before them looked like an abandoned armory. It was drab, with a single barred iron door and weapons hanging from the walls. They were covered in a thick layer of dust. It smelled musty and every movement Angel made sent up a puff of dust.

      “Nice place,” Angel observed, walking out into the room and kicking up a small cloud of dust. He peered at one of the large swords on the wall. “If this was smaller, I’d take it. Interested, Cowl?”

      “It’s not an artifact, is it?” the Hunter asked.

      “Just steel,” Angel confirmed, examining it with his eyepiece. “Pretty boring, actually.”

      “Is there anything I could use?” Vanessa asked, eyeing the large weapons doubtfully.

      “Probably not here,” Angel said, shaking his head.

      “Then I’ll pass. I don’t need extra baggage,” Vanessa said.

      “Wise decision,” Cowl said. They walked to the far end of the room and Angel pressed his ear against the door, concentrating as he carefully tried the handle.

      It turned effortlessly, which only deepened the Seeker’s frown. “Be ready for anything. If we’re close to the center of the catacomb, you can expect all manners of traps. I don’t know if I’ll be able to detect them all.”

      He pushed the door open slowly, but he wasn’t ready for what was on the other side. Brilliant yellow light washed over them from a room the size of an amphitheater where an enormous metal giant rested on one knee. It was easily five stories tall. Circuitry and wires dangled overhead, and oil had stained the ground. Large chunks of the giant’s body were missing. The only part that appeared undamaged was a box in its chest.

      “Buried Gods,” Angel whispered.

      “Is there a chance it’s still functional?” Vanessa asked, marveling at the great construct.

      “The box in its chest is probably the power source,” Angel said. “If whatever originally powered it is still there, we should assume it’s still functional. If it’s gone, then the thing is dead.”

      “Well, how can we tell? It’s sealed,” Vanessa said.

      “Then assume it’s still alive.”

      “We can’t exactly turn around,” Cowl said, crossing his arms. “And frankly, we don’t want to use up all our food down here. Going back to Churning Sands would not be optimal, and that’s assuming we can escape this cursed catacomb.”

      “You said it yourself,” Angel said, slowly starting down the long hallway. “We don’t have a choice. We move onward and deal with things as they come. If the big scary thing wakes up, then we deal with it. There’s no other path.”

      Angel eyed the metal giant warily. There were no lines anywhere in the room. If it hadn’t been for the huge construct, it just would have been a large, empty space.

      There was no way a catacomb would keep a useless hunk of metal for no reason. Angel flipped his eyepiece down and scanned it.
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      “It’s still functional,” Angel whispered. “Be wary, and don’t get hit if it wakes up. The thing packs more than a punch.”

      “I couldn’t have guessed that myself,” Cowl said in the same low tone.

      Static crackled and Angel’s hair stood on end. Sparks danced across the construct to the tune of a mechanical hum. With a raking whine, gears started to turn. The giant’s chin lifted from its chest and swung to face them, its eyes glowing red.

      “Well, I can’t say I didn’t see this coming,” Angel said, hiding his rising panic. “Run!”

      They dashed to the closest wall as the giant rose to its feet. It took a shuddering step toward them, metal squealing in protest, and brought its fist crashing down. The ground rumbled, nearly knocking them off their feet.

      “What if the door’s locked?” Vanessa yelled as they scrambled toward the exit.

      “Then we politely ask it to open!” Angel replied. The robot strode toward them, closing most of the distance they’d covered, and slammed his fist on the ground. The floor shattered, pieces of metal and stone plummeting into a dark void opening up beneath them.

      Vanessa’s skates hummed and she took both Angel and Cowl by the hand before she launched over the widening chasm. They skidded to a stop on the other side.

      The door hadn’t seemed that far at first, but now that the massive creature was hot on their heels, the distance felt insurmountable. There was a loud crunch and Angel turned back to see the giant pull a fistful of the ground away like it was putty before hurling it at them.

      Angel shot his grappling hook at the wall and swept Vanessa into a one-armed hug, yanking them both out of danger. Cowl’s wings burst from his back. He blurred out of the way, making a beeline for the door. The projectile demolished the place they’d been standing.

      As they swung through the air, Angel pulled the board off his back, flipping it under his feet with practiced ease and reeling in the grappling hook. He leaned toward the door, accelerating as much as he dared toward the door.

      They skidded to a stop, but the giant wasn’t far behind. The screech of metal was so loud that Angel could barely hear himself think. Cowl had beaten them to the door and had jammed his sword into the crack.

      “I don’t recognize the lock!” Cowl yelled. “It might be reinforced. I can’t break it.”

      “Damn it. Let me pick it,” Angel said, throwing his board onto his back and pushing him out of the way.

      “We don’t have time,” Cowl growled, yanking his weapon out and spinning to face the giant. “I can’t fight this thing on my own. You need to help.”

      “Then how do we get the door open?”

      “Let me try,” Vanessa said.

      “You know how to lockpick?” Angel asked.

      “It doesn’t matter!” Cowl yelled. “The girl picks the door. Move, Seeker!”

      Angel tossed his lockpicks at Vanessa. Cowl slapped the disk onto his sword and it expanded in his hands.

      “How do we fight this thing? It’s massive and I don’t know if we can even break its armor!”

      “Just distract it. The girl just needs time to open the door. We can’t beat something like this, but it’s slow enough that we’ve got a chance of surviving so long as we don’t get too stupid.”

      Glowing eyes locked on Angel and a keening whirr emitted from the giant’s mouth. It swung a hand down at him. Angel shot his grappling barb at the nearby wall, launching himself out of the way.

      The giant’s hand crashed through the floor, sending up a cloud of dust and leaving a crumbling hole behind it. It turned, tracking Angel as he sailed through the air and swinging its other hand to swat him like a fly.

      Angel swung out of the way once again, but the wind from the giant’s arm was so strong that it knocked him off course and he tumbled, hitting the ground in a roll and hopping to his feet.

      Cowl launched into the air, his wings lifting him up as he swung the massive sword into the back of the giant’s knees. Metal rang out against metal, but the construct didn’t even seem to notice the Hunter. It turned, forcing Cowl to fly back to avoid getting crushed as the hulking construct lumbered at Angel.

      “What’s your problem?” Angel yelled, hopping onto his board and speeding toward the other side of the room. “Go bother Cowl!”

      The giant responded by ripping a section of the wall off and hurling it at Angel. It exploded against the ground, sending fragments of stone ricocheting throughout the hall like dozens of fist-sized bullets.

      One of them scored Angel’s arm, nearly knocking him off the board. He cursed, getting his balance again. The giant reached for another projectile and Cowl flew up behind its back, thrusting his blade into a damaged place in the armor plates.

      Circuitry sparked and hissed. Cowl twisted the blade deeper and the construct swung around, launching Cowl and his sword like a cannonball. He managed to twist, righting himself and landing on the wall feet first.

      Cowl harried the giant. It finally acknowledged his presence, swatting at him with both hands. He was buffeted out of the way by the turbulence from the giant’s swing.

      The giant’s eyes brightened. Cowl and Angel both cursed, darting out of the way as fast as they could. Two searing red beams of light arrowed out of the monster’s eyes.

      They scorched across the floor, melting clean through stone and metal. The temperature in the room rose several degrees and the beams followed Angel and Cowl, destroying everything in their wake.

      The beams faded into floating red particles with a hiss. The giant shuddered, the light in its eyes dimming and flickering. Electricity arced over its body and the smell of hot copper filled the room. Its eyes lit up again, but they were slightly dimmer than last time.

      “It’s too damaged to do that attack much!” Angel yelled. “Damn thing must be running on fumes. Screw its circuits up more and we might kill it!”

      The giant’s metal flesh started to glow. The color intensified until it was a brilliant cherry red. Electricity crackled and popped all over it, and the plating beneath its feet started to sag. It took a lumbering step toward Angel, hazy steam rising from it.

      “Okay, maybe don’t get close to the insane robot,” Angel said as it grabbed another clump of the wall and lobbed it at him. He shot out of the way, diving under the hazy wake of the projectile.

      “I’ve got it!” Vanessa yelled. “The door’s open!”

      The molten giant loomed between Angel and the door. It seemed to sense his intention and roared a challenge.

      “Come on, then!” Angel yelled, accelerating at the gap between the giant’s legs. It brought its hands crashing down. Angel leaned forward as far as he could, drawing every last bit of speed out of his artifact.

      The air near the giant was so hot that it was almost impossible to breathe. He darted under its burning hands an instant before they crashed into the ground.

      Loud cracks echoed through the room as the damaged floor finally started to give way. Angel nearly plowed into Cowl and Vanessa, leaping off his board just inches from impact. Behind him, metal and stone tore away, tumbling into the growing abyss.

      Angel scooped up his board and they all dashed through the doorway. The giant let out a roar of fury as it toppled into the darkness. It scrabbled for a hold, but only succeeded in tearing more of the ground away. With a final shriek, it launched the chunk of masonry at them as it plummeted. Angel slammed the door and Cowl yanked him and Vanessa away from it.

      The door shook, bulging outwards with the shriek of warping metal, but didn’t break. They all sat down in the dim room, breathing heavily and staring at the warped door.

      “That went well,” Angel said, slowly climbing to his feet and brushing the dirt off himself. He glanced into his pack and grimaced. “I messed up a few of my empty canisters. I’m going to have to fix them.”

      “I think that’s a fair trade for not dying,” Vanessa said, her voice quivering. She handed him his set of lockpicks. “Here. I messed one of them up. Sorry.”

      “I think that’s a fair trade for not dying,” Angel said, quirking an eyebrow and taking the tools back.
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      The only light in the room was a faint glow that traced a door to their right. Angel’s palm throbbed and he clenched his hand. It felt like something was poking around inside his arm. He flicked his eyepiece down, hoping the system could make something in the darkness.

      Faint orange lines tracked across the room as the artifact scanned it. They faded, leaving a few objects highlighted along the walls. There was a box at the far right side of the room and a large cleaver hanging off the wall to their left.

      Angel raised his hand, summoning a small spark of magic and illuminating the room with faint blue light. “We can’t afford to stop moving now. I don’t know how deep we are, but the strength of that giant implies we’re close to the core of the catacomb.”

      Cowl approached the cleaver hanging from the wall. “Is this magical?”

      “It is,” Angel said. “It’s an artifact of some sort, and the box over there has some traces of magic as well.”

      “Is it safe to touch?” Vanessa asked.

      “I was just about to check,” Angel replied, approaching the cleaver carefully. It had a wide, silvered blade with thick leather wrappings around the handle. The initials “V” and “A” had been carved near the hilt.

      The wall around it seemed innocuous, and the cleaver hung from a simple hook. Despite that, something tingled at the nape of Angel’s neck. Something about it just felt… wrong. There was no good reason to think so, but he hadn’t survived this long by ignoring his gut feelings.

      “Don’t mess with the cleaver,” Angel decided. “I don’t like it.”

      “That’s it?” Cowl asked. “You just don’t like it?”

      “We’ve already covered this,” Angel said, narrowing his eyes. “You call the shots in the cities, but I lead underground. This is my domain. There are all sorts of ways your subconscious warns you of danger that you don’t sense with your active mind. The knife makes me uneasy, so we’re not touching it. You don’t get rich stealing from kings. Nobles are much better targets.”

      Cowl stared him down. Then the Hunter grunted and nodded. “Fine. What about the box?”

      Angel was already ahead of him. He first checked the surrounding area for any sign of traps before kneeling beside it. The box was made of bronze, with a rusted iron lock. It was about as long as a forearm.

      “This seems fine,” Angel said, carefully lifting the lock and inspecting it. It was so badly rusted that it felt rough in his hands. He gave the lock a sharp tug and it snapped off. He tossed it aside. “Stand out of the way.”

      Cowl and Vanessa moved to the other end of the room as Angel stood behind the box and carefully lifted the top inch by inch. Nothing happened, so he pushed it all the way and peered inside.

      A glimmering gold bracelet languished in decayed mush that might have once been soft padding. He tipped the box to the side and the mush slid out of the way. His brow furrowed as he saw a thin metal wire connecting the bracelet to the base of the box.

      Angel’s arm shifted to its blade form and he carefully cut the wire, taking care not to tug on it. He paused for a moment, then lifted the bracelet out of the box and snapped it shut. His hand returned to normal and he examined it curiously.

      “Well, I’m pretty sure it’s some sort of artifact. Looks fancy, but that doesn’t mean much,” Angel said.

      “Do you know what it does?” Cowl asked.

      “No clue. If I knew what artifacts did the second I touched them, I wouldn’t still be fiddling around with that stupid watch. I’ll look into it when we get some time to rest.”

      Angel slipped the artifact into his travel pack. Cowl’s masked gaze followed it before he turned back to the door at the far end of the room.

      “Is it safe to proceed?”

      “Safe is a relative word,” Angel said, shrugging. “Nothing in a catacomb is truly safe. But it’s too early to rest for the night. We’ll push on. The really dangerous threats are generally spaced out a bit to protect more area, but since we’re close to the catacomb’s heart, it’s impossible to know how safe we ever really will be.”

      With those confidence-inspiring words, they pushed deeper into the catacomb. The next room had dozens of statues around the walls. Their eyes glittered with beautiful jewels.

      White lines crisscrossed the floor. Angel promptly used his grappling hook to travel around the room like a strange monkey, stopping by each of the statues and prying the gems free from their sockets before smashing the statues’ heads and arms.

      By the time some of the rubble fell on the lines and activated the statues, he’d destroyed so many of them that they made quick work of the remaining ones and pocketed the rest of the loot.

      They slowly pushed deeper into the catacomb. Hours dragged by in the seemingly endless tunnels. Despite their relative success, they moved at an almost unbearably slow pace. Angel’s keen eye spotted half a dozen traps before they triggered them. Their efforts weren’t entirely unrewarded. Angel gained more than half of a level, and he suspected that Cowl had gained a significant amount of magical energy as well. It was difficult to tell due to the incredibly low accuracy rating on the man’s stats.

      They finally reached a small room with a single door on the left wall. It was completely plain, with simple metal plating on the ground and walls. After a brief inspection, Angel declared it safe.

      “We should rest here for the day,” Angel said, sitting down against a wall. “It’s about as defensible as it can get, and there aren’t any traps.”

      “Wouldn’t it be smart to get out of the catacomb as quickly as possible?” Vanessa asked.

      “If it was smaller, yes,” Angel replied. “But this is a Great Catacomb. We could be trapped in here for days or weeks. Hurrying will only get us killed. We’re going to take this slow.”

      “Makes sense,” Vanessa said. She sat down, pulling out the kit of artificing tools that Angel bought her.

      Cowl sat down as well, leaning his sword against the wall beside him. Vanessa started to practice with the tools again, and Cowl watched her with mild interest.

      Angel’s palm prickled again. He winced as the pain coursed through his body, stretching deeper than it had before. It was getting worse – whatever it was. The sensation faded and Angel pressed his lips together, pulling out his travel pack.

      A glint of the varnished wooden box that housed the relic nearly made him salivate. More than anything, he wanted to pull it out and delve into the red cube’s secrets. It took a supreme force of will to leave it in the bag. The others might have tried to make him leave it behind so the dungeon would spit them out, but he’d die before he gave the relic away.

      Angel settled for pulling out the golden bracer. He lowered his eyepiece, which projected a faint light out onto the artifact. The Seeker trailed his metal fingers across its surface, searching for any grooves or switches.

      He found none. Aside from the carvings, the relic looked to be one solid piece. He found a panel at the bottom where he suspected the inner workings of the device were hidden.

      “Please don’t take that apart,” Cowl said. “If it’s a combat artifact, we need it now.”

      “I know, I know,” Angel said, sighing. He drew a spark of energy into his palm and carefully applied it to the back of the artifact.

      Lines of energy traced the carved designs with green light. It hummed faintly and the top of the device opened. Small, spiderlike legs came out, curling as if to hold something.

      “What is that?” Vanessa asked, peering closer at it.

      “I think it might be an old version of a gauntlet,” Angel replied. He took one of the canisters off his arm and placed it in the grasping spider legs. They tightened around it, squeezing the metal.

      Angel put the bracelet on and aimed at the far wall. He sent a dash of magic into it, trying to establish a connection with the device. The hum grew louder and a bolt of green light shot out, burning a fist-sized hole in the wall across from them.

      Before Angel could say anything, another bolt sailed free. Two more followed in its trail before the canister finally cracked and the device tore it apart. The legs opened, dropping the torn canister on the ground with a clink.

      “That doesn’t look like a gauntlet to me,” Cowl observed. “Four shots from a single canister?”

      “And it wasn’t even the right form of magic. It’s like it drew the magic out of the canister, converting it to a different form,” Angel said in wonder.

      “Looks like we found Vanessa’s ranged weapon,” Cowl said, plucking the device from Angel’s hands. The lights dimmed as his connection to it broke and the Hunter handed it to the girl.

      Angel pushed his disappointment away. As much as he wanted to dissect it, Cowl was right. Vanessa sent him a questioning glance. He nodded and she took the artifact, turning it over in her hands in awe. With a grunt, Angel took the locket out of his bag.

      “This one’s mine. Don’t get any ideas.”

      “It’s just a clock,” Cowl said. “If there was anything to discover from it, your blundering would have already located it.”

      “I do not blunder. Every move I make is calculated,” Angel said, sticking his nose up and unwrapping the oilcloth.

      Their conversation fell off as Angel focused on the inner workings of the small artifact. He’d examined it so many times that he practically knew it like the back of his hand. As much as he hated to admit it, there was a good chance that Cowl was right. It was possible that the artifact was really nothing more than a broken clock. If that was the case, there was no reason leaving it intact. He’d learn more from breaking it open and taking apart the inner workings. Even if he destroyed most of the artifact, something was better than nothing.

      Angel pressed his lips together. A point formed on his finger, and he pressed it into the side of the clock face. Out of nowhere, it sparked. Angel yanked his hand back as a bolt of purple lightning leapt from the clock and shot into his mechanical arm.

      “Buried Gods,” Angel cursed, staring at his hand. Something within it shifted and the Seeker narrowed his eyes, flicking the eyepiece down and scanning himself.
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      “You slimy piece of shit,” Angel swore. “What did you do to my artifact?”

      He poked the clock with a small amount of magic. It did nothing. Angel swore again.

      “Everything okay there?” Cowl asked in an amused tone. The Seeker glared at him.

      “Perfectly fine,” Angel said. Days of work wasted. Grimly, he pressed his mechanical fingertip into the edge of the clock face, extending the needle inside it. He dragged it downwards, ripping the metal and pulling out the face.

      His worst fears had come true. The inside of the mechanism was blackened with soot. A wisp of smoke curled past his nose like a mocking fart.

      “What happened?” Vanessa asked, sitting up and bringing a mote of light to her hands. “Are you okay?”

      “He blew his artifact up,” Cowl said, chuckling. “Good job, Seeker.”

      “Stuff it,” Angel said, carefully trying to brush some of the soot away. It was no use. The intricate lines of Old World Magic that powered the artifact – whatever it might have been – were gone. He cursed, fighting off the overwhelming desire to punch something. “I’m fine, Vanessa. Thanks for asking.”

      Angel irritably set the fried remains of his artifact down. For better or for worse, it was ruined. He wasn’t in the mood to do anything else. With a grumble, he lay down and rolled over, embracing the release of sleep.

      Cowl woke Angel some time later.

      “Your watch,” he said, going to his own sleeping bag.

      Angel sat up and caught sight of the remains of the artifact. A small surge of anger rose up in his chest, but he smothered it and pulled his travel bag closer. The relic inside seemed to call out to him.

      He glanced at Cowl. The man’s chest rose and fell slowly, and Angel was pretty sure he was asleep. Angel reached inside his bag and located the smooth wooden box.

      He opened it a crack, just enough to allow the dull red light of the relic to show. The urge to grab it and delve into its secrets flared up with renewed vigor.

      Faint patterns danced across its luminescent surface, calling out for him to examine them. If he didn’t manage to get alone with the relic sometime soon, he was going to lose his mind. What was the point of having it if he couldn’t examine it?

      The time to examine the cube would come, but it wasn’t today. Until he figured out how to control the purple energy trapped in his arm, he wouldn’t be touching anything he cared about.

      His watch passed quietly. He woke Vanessa and Cowl, and the three of them ate a quick, rather depressing, breakfast.

      “How much longer do you think we’ll be in here?” Vanessa asked, turning the artifact over in her hands.

      “No way to know,” Angel replied.

      “Lovely,” Cowl said. “So we march onward then?”

      “We do. Carefully.”

      They packed up their belongings. As always, Angel examined the door before he deemed it safe and pushed it open.

      Unsurprisingly, what greeted them was a long, dim hallway. They marched single file, Angel taking the lead and Cowl at the back. An orb of magic in Angel’s hand provided them with just enough light to see the metal-plated walls as they passed them.

      The air was stale and musty. The smell of rust stuck to their clothes and skin like a pestilent fog. This path sloped downward, descending further into the earth.

      Angel lost track of time. It was difficult to keep a good frame of reference when everything looked identical.

      Their reprieve came in the form of a large cavern. Illuminated by faintly glowing moss, with a pair of featureless steel doors at least two stories high. The machinery in the walls looked far older than anything else they’d seen. It was almost completely rusted, and massive gears were shattered on the ground where they had fallen.

      “Wow,” Vanessa whispered. “If I wasn’t worried about getting brutally murdered, this would be amazing.”

      “Welcome to being a Seeker,” Angel whispered back.

      The floor was covered with a thick layer of gravel and fallen stone. There was so much that he couldn’t see a single spot of the ground beneath it.

      “I don’t like this,” Angel said, frowning. “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen a catacomb room in this level of disrepair.”

      “What’s that mean?” Vanessa asked. “Is being old bad?”

      “Hard to say,” Angel said. “That’s the problem. Predictability is good. When I can’t see the floor at all and the room looks this shoddy, anything could happen. There might be Old World Magic traps on the ground. There might be magic elsewhere that’s not functioning correctly, which means it either does nothing or explodes violently. All sorts of things, and none of them good.”

      “So what do we do? We can’t go back,” Cowl said. “The only path is forward.”

      “And forward I’ll go,” Angel said. “But the two of you aren’t ready for this. Not until I check it out.”

      “You’re going to go without us?” Cowl asked, cocking an eyebrow. “And what if there’s a monster?”

      “I’ve fought monsters before,” Angel said. “But you haven’t dodged a dozen traps at the same time, have you?”

      “I have not. Have you?”

      “Well, no. But I’ve dodged five, which is more than most people. Just plant your metal ass on the ground and wait for me to get back. I’m sure the big, strong Hunter can do that,” Angel said. He turned to Vanessa and winked. “Keep an eye on him.”

      He reached into his bag and tossed Vanessa a filled canister. “In case you need to use that band of yours. Don’t waste it, but if the time comes, don’t be frugal either.”

      Vanessa nodded, not looking particularly pleased about the situation. Angel studied the room, plotting out his path. Then he raised his hand and fired the grappling hook.

      It whizzed through the air and buried itself in the ceiling. Angel swung forward, tucking his feet in and pulling the hook free when he reached the apogee of the swing.

      He sailed across the room like a monkey in the jungle. When he reached the far side, he yanked the hook out one last time and thrust his right hand into the wall with all his might. The metal crumpled slightly, giving his fingers purchase.

      He hung there for a second, then shot the grappling hook into the wall and rappelled down it. A few feet above the floor, he stopped and gently moved the rocks out of the way without actually setting foot on them.

      It was with absolutely no surprise that Angel found a thick mesh of white Old World Magic lines covering the floor. He twisted around to get a better look at the massive doors.

      “What is it with catacombs and big-ass doors, anyway?” Angel muttered. “It’s not like people were giants back before the Great Wars. Bunch of egotistical pricks and their stupid doors.”

      The door, an impassive hunk of metal, didn’t respond to his insults. It was so thick, Angel could barely see through the crack at the center. He was pretty sure it wasn’t going to budge from any amount of force that he could produce.
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      “I guess we’re doing this the hard way, then.”

      “What?” Cowl yelled. “We can’t hear you!”

      “Shut up! I’m monologuing to myself,” Angel yelled back. He flicked his eyepiece down and scanned the door. It found nothing. As far as he could tell, it was just a slab of metal. A smile pulled across Angel’s features. “Or maybe we don’t have to use the hard way at all.”

      Angel retracted his hook, stopping in front of a hinge and hanging there. Like the rest of the door, it was made of metal. However, Angel couldn’t think of a single hinge that could possibly hold a piece of metal this large on its own.

      His assumption was correct. Runes covered the surface of the hinge. He recognized about an eighth of them, which was better than normal. Angel spent a few moments memorizing the runes. He’d long since grown adept at recognizing patterns, and any knowledge he could get his hands on was invaluable.

      Once he was finished, Angel drummed his fingers on his chin. Making magic work properly was incredibly difficult, but breaking it was a whole different story. It wasn’t a question of how to break something, but the method he wanted to use to do it. Angel’s eyes lit up. “Maybe we’ll make you work for your rent instead of breaking my toys. How’s that sound?”

      He pressed his mechanical hand against the hinge. It sparked as soon as he touched it, sending up a puff of smoke as the runes fried. Purple electricity arced into his hand and vanished into the arm.

      The hinge creaked. The metal warped under the weight of the door, crushing it. He swung out of the way as the hinge at the top of the door snapped under the door’s weight.

      With an earthshaking shudder, the door hit the ground and tilted back, falling and crashing down in the center of the room. Angel ripped his grappling hook out and jumped down on top of it.

      He was nearly blinded by the brilliant golden light that emanated from the room behind the fallen door. Glimmering gears and tubes full of crackling energy lined the walls, broken up by a number of normal-sized doors.

      At the center of the room was a large podium with a blue glass and metal orb floating above it.

      “Good job,” Cowl called, hopping down from the ledge and landing on the rubble in front of the door.

      It shifted underneath his feet, setting off a reverberation that filled the cavern. Lines of white light burst through the gravel. Cowl’s foot had touched a buried Old Magic line.

      With a blinding flash, a hulking minotaur appeared. It stood twice their height and carried a savage-looking bronze axe. The beast snorted and started toward Cowl. Angel swore and flicked his eyepiece down.
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      There wasn’t time to say anything. Cowl’s sword blurred out of its sheath and he dashed forward, his wings bursting from his back. He thrust his blade at the minotaur, who knocked it away with the butt of its axe.

      The minotaur kicked Cowl in the chest, sending him tumbling backward. It loped forward and brought the axe down on him. Cowl rolled, bringing his sword to bear and blocking the swing just before it could hit his head.

      A bolt of lightning tore out of Angel’s hand and slammed into the minotaur’s back. It stumbled, snarling. The spell hadn’t done much damage, but it bought Cowl enough time to slash at the creature’s legs.

      The minotaur roared and turned its attention back toward Cowl. It raised its axe and brought it down as he was standing, forcing him to scramble back once more. The minotaur bared its teeth, ignoring Angel completely and swinging at Cowl again.

      He deflected the attack and managed to get his feet under him, rising and thrusting his blade into the monster’s chest. The sword punched clean through it. The minotaur grabbed Cowl by the shoulder, picking him up and hurling him into the wall.

      Cowl hit it hard, sliding down and nearly falling over before he got his feet under him. The minotaur reared, preparing to hurl its axe at the Hunter. Before it could let go, a bolt of green light screamed across the room and slammed into its head.

      Three more followed it. Two of them struck the monster’s chest, but the last missed completely, flying across the room and burning a hole into the wall. The minotaur howled, spinning to find the source of the annoyance.

      Cowl had just enough time to grab the disk and slap it on his sword, doubling the weapon’s size. He darted at the minotaur and swung, striking the beast across the chest. It didn’t even have a chance to scream. It toppled forward, split in twain, and the two halves of the monster thudded to the ground. The room fell silent aside from Angel’s and Cowl’s heavy breathing.

      “I’m sorry,” Vanessa said. “I know you probably had it covered, but you said to shoot if it looked like it would help.”

      Angel shook his head. “Not at all. That was beautiful aim, Vanessa. Well done.”

      He stalked toward Cowl, his hands clenched at his sides. The Hunter disassembled his sword and cocked his head to the side.

      “What—”

      Angel hit Cowl in the side of the face hard enough to send the man spinning. “You goddamned idiot. What do you not understand about listening to my instructions when we’re in a catacomb? You could have gotten us all killed. What if this trap was damaged? The whole room could have gone under!”

      Cowl caught his balance, muscles tensed, and Angel prepared for the Hunter to spring at him. Instead, Cowl growled and gave him a single nod. “Apologies.”

      “Just don’t do it again,” Angel said. He didn’t trust Cowl in the slightest, but he had no chance against him in a fight. There was no way to challenge him, not yet at least.

      The minotaur’s body shimmered. Three streams of blue energy rose from it, flying through the room and rushing into them. Angel shuddered, but Vanessa nearly fell over. She let out something between a whimper and a gasp of surprise.

      “First time getting magical energy?” Cowl asked her.

      She nodded. “It’s incredible. I feel amazing.”

      “Don’t get addicted to it,” Cowl said. “You’ll get yourself killed.”

      Still clearly recovering from the effects of magical energy, she asked, “Is it safe to come down?”

      “Yes, but jump onto the metal door instead of the ground,” Angel instructed. “Traps take a long time to recharge, but there might be more than one here. It’s impossible to tell with all the rubble.”

      Vanessa nodded and hopped down, landing on the huge door with a thud. She grimaced, standing up and brushing the dirt off her knees. She showed Angel a spent canister. “I don’t suppose you’ve got another I can have?”

      Angel handed her a canister from what remained of his dwindling supplies. “I’m running low. Make it last.”

      Cowl hopped up onto the metal door to stand beside Angel and Vanessa. He adjusted the mask on his face and nodded toward the glowing room in front of them. “So, what’s that?”

      “Danger,” Angel replied. “Looks like a bait room to me.”

      “Bait room?” Cowl asked.

      “It’s a bunch of expensive or powerful artifacts surrounded by traps and dangerous stuff,” Vanessa said before Angel could respond. “Seekers try to avoid them.”

      “Not bad,” Angel said. “You only got one thing wrong: most Seekers avoid them. Bait rooms, especially obvious ones like this, aren’t hard to spot. But they’re also some of the best places to find loot.”

      “So we just have to leave the area as quickly as possible?” Cowl asked.

      “We could,” Angel said, starting toward the room with a hungry look in his eyes. “But why would we do that? Look at all those artifacts. The tubing in the walls, the orb – beautiful.”

      Vanessa glanced at Cowl nervously. “Has he gone insane?”

      “He’s a Seeker,” Cowl replied, following Angel to the entrance. “They’re all insane.”

      “Angel, shouldn’t we try to just escape?” Vanessa tried. “Dangerous trap rooms don’t sound like a good idea.”

      “You don’t understand,” Angel said. “This is how we’ll escape. A Great Catacomb’s bait rooms must be full of powerful artifacts. It’s not going to want us to take anything. If we loot the place dry, it’ll try to get rid of us as soon as possible.”

      “Or we’ll get blown up,” Vanessa pointed out. “Aren’t bait rooms very well-defended?”

      Angel just shrugged. He peered into the room, scanning the floor and walls. There were no trap lines to be seen, but he scanned the room anyway. The orange light washed over it and the eyepiece dinged and drew several dozen lines crisscrossing in the air. They bounced off tiny mirrors scattered around the room, forming a dense maze.

      “Ah,” Angel said. “Invisible lines of energy. If we interrupt them, the room gets triggered and we go boom.”

      “I presume you’ve got a solution for that?” Cowl asked.

      “Of course. I just need to find the artifact that they’re coming from,” Angel replied, tracing the lines mentally. He eventually managed to find a point that every single one emerged from.

      He loaded a canister into his arm and aimed it at the spot. A bolt of lightning arced into the point and the lines in his eyepiece blinked out.

      “No more lines,” Angel said. He knelt, picking up a rock and tossing it inside the bait room. It clattered across the ground, sliding to a stop against one of the doors.

      “Is it safe?” Vanessa asked.

      “Not in the slightest,” Angel replied. “But it’s safer.”

      Now that he was closer, he could see that the podium beneath the floating glass orb was covered with runes. He was certain there were more traps around the room. His artifact could find some of them, but trusting it completely was a fast track to getting fried.

      The longer Angel examined the room, the deeper his frown grew. He spotted more runes everywhere, and they weren’t simple. The chances of making a mistake were astronomical.

      “Right,” Angel said. “New plan. I’m blowing the room up.”

      “And how will that help?” Cowl asked. “Make the catacomb pissed off about destroying its artifacts?”

      “Yup. I’d prefer to steal them myself, but at this point, we just need to escape the catacomb. Blowing its toys up will work just as well as stealing them. Maybe better since it doesn’t have any chance to get them back. I’m still going for that orb, though.”

      “Didn’t you say that damaging an artifact or Old World Magic could result in us getting blown up?” Vanessa asked nervously.

      “Only a little,” Angel replied, waggling a hand back and forth. “But frankly, we don’t have much of a choice. I’m telling you right now – if you or Cowl set one foot inside that room, you won’t walk back out alive.”

      “Then blow it up and stop talking,” Cowl growled.

      “Just a precaution first,” Angel replied, drumming his fingers on his thigh. “If things go thoroughly wrong and we get separated, make your way to Ashwind once you escape the catacomb.”

      Angel pulled out the map and unfurled it, pointing to a spot that was just in between the edge of the desert and a darker circle that covered a large portion of the center. “This is about where we are now.”

      He moved his finger to a small settlement a short distance away. “And this is Ashwind. It’s a shithole, so nobody will look for you there. Just head northwest. Can you all read the stars?”

      Vanessa and Cowl nodded.

      “I learned it in a book a year or two back,” Vanessa said with a slight frown. “But I think I remember enough to head straight in one direction.”

      “Good enough,” Angel said, rolling the map back up and putting it into his travel pack. “Cowl, let’s split the food amongst ourselves.”

      The Hunter shrugged and did as Angel suggested.

      “Okay. Get ready,” Angel said. “The plan is to detonate all the traps, and then run through the door on the right when I say to.”

      He licked his lips and fit a canister into his arm. Normally, it would be impossible to trigger every trap in the room with a single spell. But, he had a semblance of a plan.

      Angel knelt beside the entrance and pressed his palm to the ground. Ice hissed out in a cone across the floor and up the walls.

      As soon as it started to slow, Angel loaded another canister, redoubling his efforts. The ice resumed its crawl and covered the entire room. The spent canisters clattered to the frozen ground beside him.

      “Get ready,” Angel said. He raised his mechanical hand and leaned inside, aiming up at the ceiling and firing the grappling hook. He leaped, swinging across the room and snagging the orb from its position floating over the pedestal.

      Lights started flashing as Angel swung back. He pulled the hook free and landed safely beside Cowl and Vanessa. He tossed the orb to Cowl and brought his hand down on the frozen floor as hard as he could. The ice shattered and cracks spiderwebbed across the floor. The room creaked as the frozen floor broke.

      The cracks carved through many of the runes and the machinery on the walls stuttered, trying and failing to continue providing power. A spark flashed from one of the pumps and it sputtered.

      Smoke rose from it as the gears ground together, giving way with a shriek. Runes glowed cherry red as their operation was interrupted. Angel and the others took a few steps back as the heat in the golden room started to rise.

      Loud cracks were followed by a tube shattering, spraying fragments of glass everywhere. The hum became a loud whine, broken by a loud bang as a valve exploded.

      The world disappeared for an instant in a brilliant orange flash. A shockwave rippled out of golden walls and threw them across the large room like ragdolls. It was followed by an intense blast of heat and a loud explosion.

      Fragments of stone and metal peppered them. The floor shuddered. Large chunks cracked and fell, disappearing into a newly opened abyss.

      Angel staggered upright, raising a hand to protect himself and squinting at the room. Flames filled the room and all the artifacts were either slag or in the process of becoming it. “It’s working! Go!”

      The stone and metal cracked and crumbled further. As Angel went to grab his board and jump onto it, his foot passed through air when it should have met stone.

      A large hole had opened up beneath him. Angel slipped into it with a curse. Spinning, he shot his grappling hook at the floor. It connected, burying into the stone, and he yanked himself upward.

      Stone rained around him. A large piece clipped his shoulder, knocking his travel pack off and sending it sailing into the darkness just as he reached the lip of the floor. Cowl grabbed Angel and pulled him onto the ground.

      “Thanks,” Angel gasped, rising to his feet.

      A shrill scream tore the air as the ground beneath Vanessa crumbled. Without thinking, Angel lunged forward, grabbing her by the hand before she disappeared into the darkness.

      Cowl grabbed his leg before Angel could slide over the edge along with Vanessa. The ground started to give way under all of them. Angel heaved, using the increased strength of his mechanical arm to practically throw Vanessa to relative safety.

      Angel glanced back at the hole where his travel pack had fallen. Indecision racked him at the potential loss of the most priceless object he'd ever owned. He gritted his teeth, but the catacomb had no intention of giving him time to think. 

      The ceiling crumbled and gave way. Boulders crashed through what was left of the floor like natural artillery. Angel spotted a massive stone falling straight toward them.

      He shoved Cowl out of the way and dove after him. Angel shot a grappling hook at the wall, but a falling rock clipped his arm and knocked it askew, sending the hook flying worthlessly to the side. He tumbled into the depths of the hole.

      “Ashwind, Cowl!” Angel yelled, yanking his grappling hook back. “Protect Vanessa!”

      The Seeker grabbed a canister and slammed it into his arm, firing a bolt of lightning down. It illuminated the hole for a breath, revealing walls some distance from him.

      His mind churned into overdrive. Walls meant there was a way down, even if it wasn't the safest. There was no getting back up through the amount of stone falling at him. His board couldn't stop a freefall, but it could slow it. There wasn't much time to make his decision.

      Whatever Cowl’s goals were, Angel was pretty sure that the Hunter needed either him or Vanessa for something. The Hunter would protect her until that time came. Probably. He didn’t have the time to worry about them, as the danger of getting crushed was a bit more imminent.

      Angel twisted, trying to right himself. He flicked his eyepiece down and the surroundings lit up with dim orange lines. He found the wall, closer this time.

      He reached for his board and positioned it under him. The artifact hummed to life, growing hot as it desperately tried to slow the speed of his fall. The floor beneath him finally came into view.

      He started to slow, but not nearly enough. The ground was coming too quickly and he could feel the board straining beneath him. Angel gritted his teeth and raised his arm and braced himself. This was going to hurt.

      The grappling hook sailed out of his palm and bit the wall. The line whirred, unwinding so fast that smoke rose from it. It hit its max length and he jerked, the resulting forces on him nearly tearing him apart. He wrapped his hand tighter around his lifeline, ignoring the rending shrieks his metal arm was letting out.

      The points along his chest and nape where the arm was connected to his body lit with hot agony, but he ignored them, making sure he timed the next part perfectly. The grappling hook tore from the wall and Angel hit the ground in a roll, garnering half a dozen painful bruises.

      Stone and metal bit into his skin. He hissed in pain, finally sliding to a stop against a large rock. Angel scrambled to take cover in a large group of boulders as the world crashed down around him. He lay there, just breathing and finding out what was still functional. He caught a glimpse of his board lying by his feet.

      The collapse ground to a stop a minute or two later. He groaned, repressing the pain and forcing himself upright. A spark danced out of his arm. Angel wearily raised his left hand and brought a spark of magic forth, lighting up his surroundings.

      He was, unsurprisingly, surrounded by rubble. Massive boulders that could have easily crushed him peppered the surrounding area amid countless smaller rocks along with chunks and shards of metal ranging from the size of a fist to a dinner plate.

      There were walls, but he hesitated to think of it as a room. It was more of a cavern with a tall, sloping ceiling. But, it was clearly no natural cave. The walls and floor were made of a strange metal mesh. The dim lighting made it hard to see far from where he’d landed.

      Angel carefully ran his good hand along his body. Everything fleshy seemed to be in order, but one glance at his arm told a different story.

      “Buried Gods.”

      Several pistons on the underside had snapped from the force of slowing his fall. One or two looked salvageable, but the rest would never work again. Grappling wire spooled at his side, the retraction mechanism broken.

      He tried moving it. The arm sputtered, a small shower of sparks flying. It moved with a worrisome grinding noise. Angel sighed and let it fall. It was thoroughly damaged, but not beyond repair.

      Angel raised the light higher and squinted at the floor. He grabbed his board and slung it over his back. Then he walked around the boulders carefully, keeping an eye out for any white lines. As much as the loss of his arm distressed him, it wasn’t the first thing on his mind.

      As it turned out, he’d used up enough bad luck that whoever was watching him decided to offer a boon. He caught a flash of brown in a pile of rocks. After a few minutes of digging through them with one hand, Angel pulled out his travel pack with a victorious smile.

      He flipped it open and peered inside. The empty canisters didn’t look good. There hadn’t been many left before, but now they were almost all completely ruined. Luckily, the wooden box housing the relic had survived.

      Angel sat down with his back against a boulder and opened the box. Warm red light flooded the room and he snapped it shut. The relic was okay. That was all that mattered. Well, most of what mattered. Now that he had it back in his possession, he needed to figure out how to escape.

      He considered his options. Going back the way he came was incredibly unlikely. Even if there was a way to scale the walls, he doubted that the catacomb would be willing to let him traipse out with the relic.

      With any luck, it had already started pushing Cowl and Vanessa toward the exit before they could do any more damage. After all, its true goal was almost certainly in the little wooden box in Angel’s hand.

      He set the box down in his lap and dug through his travel pack to see what was salvageable. The clamshell artifact that he’d used to open the locket had miraculously survived the fall, as had one of the glass tubes that he’d ripped from a wall.

      Sifting through his canisters, he found that only five remained in usable condition. Angel set everything other than the glass tube aside. When it had been in the wall, it seemed to be some sort of energy converter. Either that or a fancy light, but he was hoping it was the former.

      Angel inspected the wires protruding from each end. He didn’t know what each one correlated to, but they seemed to be color-coded. Some of them were black, some red, and others white.

      “All right, then. Let’s see what secrets you’ve got to share with me,” Angel said, talking to keep himself sane in the dark. He pulled out his scribe and got to work, carefully prodding at it with magic and inspecting the tube’s responses.

      Time passed. Hours, days, Angel wasn’t sure. The underground air was stale and cold, and Angel was all too aware of the clock ticking down. The longer he spent beneath the earth, the less likely he would ever escape. His resources were limited, and who knew how much oxygen was trapped in the strange cavern. He’d eaten just under a quarter of his food and drunk half of his water.

      A few times, he wondered if anything else was down here. If he was really still in the catacomb, it probably would have sent something to attack him. He didn’t entertain the thoughts for long, though. He had work to do.

      His efforts revealed two major problems with his arm. The first was that the pistons had been seriously damaged and several of the gears were broken. The second was that the energy source he’d been using had burned itself out. Of course, the annoying purple energy had somehow avoided destruction. It also wouldn’t send any energy back up to his arm, making it completely worthless as a power source.

      Angel pressed a small ball of energy against the red wires of the tube. It sparked to life with dim pinkish-red energy and Angel barely restrained himself from cheering. It was an energy converter all right and, for whatever reason, the Star Fragment didn’t have any interest in it.

      He pulled his hand away from the red wires, taking the small ball of magic with it. The tube dimmed and the light blinked out. It turned magical energy to electricity, which would do perfectly for his arm.
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      He rapped his fingers on the glass. It was surprisingly durable. Runed, if he had to guess. There was no other way for it to survive a fall of this height.

      Before he could start adding new components, the damaged ones had to be stripped. He used the scribe to carefully remove several of the plates covering the machinery, then started to work out the broken pieces and set them aside.

      The internal damage was as bad as the external damage, but at least a lot of it was salvageable. By the time Angel finished, he had a small pile beside him and pen wires hung from his arm.

      Now that all of the damaged parts were out of the way, he reached up to his shoulder, working the scribe for several minutes. With a hiss and a disconcerting grinding sound, the arm detached.

      He set it down in his lap, trying to ignore the strange feeling that came with losing that much bodyweight. He felt naked without it. Every part of him longed to put the arm back together as quickly as possible.

      He crushed the desire. Angel’s movements were slow and methodical. He used the scribe to draw a thin line in the top of a plate, continuing the motion and using the raw magic to carve a hole into it. It took nearly five minutes for the metal to pop out.

      He inserted the glass tube, routing the wires to the ones in his arm. He held an orb of magic to the power source and the tube hummed to life, emitting a faint red light. However, it was too dim. He didn’t even have to test anything to know that the tube wasn’t going to be enough.

      With a sigh, Angel scanned the room. The tubes hadn’t been rare, and he was pretty sure that at least a few of them had fallen along with him.

      It took him nearly an hour to confirm his suspicions, and another two hours to find two more of them. He found some other useful bits as well, including several tubes about half the length of his forearm. They had thick spirals of metal running through them and weighed a considerable amount. The thicker tubes looked like they’d been made in the same fashion as the smaller ones, but their size and heft suggested they were for a different purpose. Throughout his search, Angel kept to the boulders and rocks around him. He had no desire to venture out without a functioning arm.

      He returned to his cranny and sat down beside the pile of parts, setting his new treasures close. He carefully created three more holes in the top of his arm, inserting the small tubes beside the first one.

      A test of the power source lit them all up. A smile flickered across Angel’s face, but the repairs were still far from over. His orb was drained and vanished almost instantly. The converters drew much more energy than what his arm normally did.

      His mind was starting to feel a little fuzzy, so he set aside the power problem temporarily and started on the rest of the repairs. Many of the small gears had only been bent, so he was able to hammer them back into shape and return them to their original position.

      The pistons were a different story. Luckily, one of the machines that had been built into the wall contained several pistons that Angel was able to liberate. It took a considerable amount of modification, but he was able to get them largely workable.

      He spent a moment silently thanking whoever had decided that so much Old World machinery should share similar parts. He tested each of the pistons, ensuring they worked, before turning his attention to the grappling hook spool.

      The line itself was incredibly tough and had survived the trip unharmed. Unfortunately, the mechanism that retracted the hook had been thoroughly fried. He took one look at the blackened motor and sighed, working it out with the scribe and tossing it to the side.

      He scanned his new components, but nothing was small enough. He’d made the motor himself, so he wasn’t surprised. With a sigh, Angel removed the rest of the supporting system and slipped it into his travel pack. If he escaped, he could make a new one.

      That brought him right back to the power problem. Angel picked up one of the thick tubes. The wiring didn’t seem to be too different from the small ones, so he sent a small orb of energy into it.

      The metal spiral inside it grew brighter. It remained that way for nearly a minute before fading away, sparking at the exit wire.

      “Some sort of storage,” Angel mused. “I can work with that.”

      There was enough room for four of the tubes if he wrapped them around the outside of his arm. They were a little unwieldy, but it could have been worse. Angel got to work, carefully attaching the wires and welding them together with the scribe. By the time he was done, the energy storage tubes lay on the ground around his arm, connected by a mesh of colored wire.

      He sent another spark of magic into the power source, sweat trickling down the back of his neck from using so much magic. The spark vanished instantly, lighting up the storage tubes for less than a second.

      It worked, but now he needed something strong enough to actually power the arm. He searched through the scrap around him, then through his travel bag.

      He knew his artifacts well enough to know that they lacked enough energy to power the arm, even if he had time to modify them. The few remaining canisters might work better, but were one-time use.

      Angel’s gaze fell on the wooden box containing the relic. He reached out, popping the top open. Faint red light washed over the room. It was beautiful, and he had absolutely no idea what it did.

      Thousands of people would do just about anything to get their hands on the relic. It was enough for most to retire and live a comfortable life, although the thought of giving it away filled Angel with physical pain.

      He turned the relic over in his hand. There were no seams or apparent ways to take it apart. He had no idea of its purpose, but he did know one thing. Relics had a lot of power inside them.

      Angel lifted the relic out of the box. His fingers tingled at its touch, but he didn’t stop to think about it. He brought the small cube to the power supply on his arm and slipped it in. The arm shuddered. He reconnected the power lines, drawing power from the relic into the rest of his arm.

      The thick tubes filled with a lavender light released a faint hum. The smaller ones at the shoulder lit cherry red. Angel kept his hand close to the relic, prepared to snatch it out at the first sign of anything going wrong.

      The light in the storage units got brighter, but nothing seemed to break. Angel licked his lips and lay down next to the arm, inserting it back onto the connectors on his shoulder. He reattached the pistons, then double-checked to make sure everything was properly linked.

      Angel wiggled a finger on his right hand. It moved. He didn’t dare move the arm with all the unconnected parts lying around it, but it seemed to be functional. The relic was powering it as he’d hoped.

      A faint flicker of purple caught his attention. His elation vanished as the purple light grew brighter.

      “No! This isn’t for you,” Angel hissed, reaching for the relic. A spark of electricity jumped off it, zapping his finger. He yanked his hand back with a curse.

      The purple light pulsated and the light in the storage units started to dim. Angel’s eyepiece dinged. He jerked his head, snapping it down and squinting at his arm.
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      What felt like hot fire coursed through Angel’s arm. The metal that made it up melted, flowing of its own volition before his eyes. He cursed, scrabbling at his shoulder and trying to remove it before it could burn him alive. It was no use. The metal was welded to him as tightly as his own flesh.

      The pain subsided as quickly as it had come. His eyes widened when he saw his arm. The patchwork of plates were now a single cohesive structure, with gaps to allow for movement. His rough welding was smooth and sleek, as if it were a work of art rather than a battered tool.

      More importantly, the tubes had been absorbed into the arm as if they’d always been there. The purple light faded away and the Star Fragment retreated, satisfied with its work.

      Angel ran the arm through a series of mobility tests. As far as he could tell, it was fully functional. The dull glow of the energy containers and the red tubes near his shoulder was slightly annoying, but his arm was working again.

      “Well, would you look at that,” Angel murmured. He examined the power source in his forearm, where the relic was surrounded by a halo of faint purple and red energy. Shimmering lines of power ran out of the artifact and into his arm. Its glow hadn’t dimmed in the slightest, which was good.

      Old World Magic Artifacts generally didn’t run out of energy so long as they had time to recharge, so he was hopeful that the relic would too. He didn’t want to think about how many canisters he’d have to fill if the relic couldn’t sustain him. Angel snapped the cover closed, concealing the veritable fortune within his arm.

      With the arm fixed, he took stock of the situation. He had four canisters, a pile of spare parts, a small amount of supplies, and a hoverboard that might have been damaged during his fall.

      In any case, he was almost certain that he was no longer in the catacomb, or at least in any part of it that was meant to be traveled. Too much time had passed without getting bothered by something, and the catacomb wouldn’t have just left a relic up for grabs.

      He filled the remaining canisters with magic: two with lightning, one with earth, and one with ice. He attached them to his arm and took a strip of jerky from his bag, chewing on it thoughtfully.

      Vanessa and Cowl were probably safe, from the catacomb, at least. He was pretty sure it had been after the relic. It was likely they had stumbled across a path to an exit before they could loot or further damage the catacomb.

      Cowl’s intentions still worried Angel, but he had no choice but to trust him for the time being. He dragged his thoughts back to the present and started through the rubble, scanning the room as he went.

      He reached the wall without much difficulty. The strange mesh traveled up the walls and disappeared into the darkness above him. “Definitely manmade.”

      It was cold, and a breeze on his face brought goosebumps to his skin. That was particularly unsettling, as there shouldn’t have been any wind underground.

      It didn’t take him long to locate the exit and the source of the wind. A rectangular opening had been cut out of the wall. It led into a tunnel made of the same mesh material. Red lights so dim, he had to squint to see them illuminated the path.

      There weren’t a lot of options, so Angel headed into the tunnel. No matter how hard he tried to walk silently, each step echoed. He walked for a short while, turning down a bend and reaching another rectangular opening.

      The light from Angel’s arm illuminated the tunnel, but this room was so huge, it was like a candle in space. There was nothing in the room but what appeared to be an endless floor. At least there weren’t any traps.

      Angel stepped out onto it. The wind buffeting him picked up speed and he heard fans roar in the distance. Sparks raced across the walls as hundreds of machines churned to life at once, filling the air with the unmistakable clink-chug of Magitech.

      A brilliant flash of artificial yellow light lit up the room, forcing him to flinch and cover his eyes. The light faded slightly, giving him his first look at the full room.

      He hadn’t escaped the catacomb at all. He’d found its heart. Or perhaps it had found him. It was the largest room he’d ever been in. The ceiling was so high up that the lights covering it looked like brilliant stars in the distance.

      Massive bronze and silver machines covered the walls. They were several times larger than the ones in the rest of the catacomb. The constant motion from the gears and pistons made them slightly uncomfortable to watch. Faint stacks of steam rose from valves, giving the room artificial clouds.

      The floor continued onward for quite a distance before reaching a massive metal staircase that led up to a large cube suspended by hundreds of iron chains the thickness of Angel’s torso. It was made of multicolored black and bronze metal wrapped by line upon line of dense runes.

      Angel swallowed. The catacomb’s core. He didn’t know of anyone who’d actually located one – or at least, nobody that had found one and lived to tell the tale. He squinted, trying to find a door somewhere, but the incredible distance made identifying anything a significant problem.

      There was nowhere to go but up the stairs, but why would a core be unprotected? He didn’t know much about catacomb cores, but he was pretty sure they were the brains of the constructs. The catacomb should have done everything in its power to keep him out of this room. If he damaged the core, it would die.

      A thought struck Angel and he blanched. The only reason a core would let him near it was if he posed absolutely no threat and it wanted the relic close.

      “Buried Gods. I got baited here,” Angel cursed. The cube didn’t respond, which was something of a relief. At least it didn’t gloat at him.

      The Seeker squinted at the stairs, but it wasn’t like he had anything else to do. He climbed them, which took longer than he’d expected it to. The temperature climbed along with him.

      By the time he reached it, Angel was sweating profusely. The power humming off the core was enough to make his bones reverberate like the world’s most uncomfortable instrument.

      “Well?” Angel asked. “What now? Are you just going to sit around and ignore me?”

      The core ignored him. He lowered his eyepiece, scanning the massive cube.
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      “Ah,” Angel said, moving the artifact out of the way. “Helpful. Very helpful.”

      He considered kicking the cube, but that just felt childish. He decided to do it anyway and promptly regretted his decision, hopping around on one foot and cursing the catacomb.

      “I am going to take a massive shit on your stairs,” Angel informed the core. “The next group of Seekers that show up are going to laugh so hard at you.”

      The core offered no response. Angel sighed and sat down, ignoring his now stinging foot. “Tough crowd.”

      He ran a hand through his hair. He hadn’t quite given up yet, but the day’s exertion had finally started to catch up with him. Angel dug through his travel pack and found the sentry artifact.

      He activated it. With a yawn, he tossed the sentry into the air and lay down, resting his head against his pack and closing his eyes. There was no point banging his head against the wall or trying to escape when he couldn’t think straight.

      Angel’s rest passed uneventfully, further confirming his suspicions that the core decided it already had the relic and there was no point in trying to deal with him. He would just starve to death in a few weeks, and what was that to an ageless entity?

      He wiped the sleep out of his eyes and sat cross-legged, examining the core. For a giant hunk of metal, it seemed annoyingly smug. Angel narrowed his eyes. If the core had been watching them, it should have realized that the Star Fragment in his arm didn’t take well to most Old World Magic.

      Even if the risk was low, there was no way it would have brought him straight to its heart with something that destroyed magic. Of course, that was only true if the core could actually see him. If it could just detect their presence…

      A slow grin crossed Angel’s face. They were countless feet beneath the surface, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t take the catacomb along with him if he died.

      “You’re going to pay for being a cocky little bastard,” Angel informed the core. He flexed his mechanical fingers and pressed them against the cube.
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      Wind rustled his hair. An arc of purple electricity danced out of Angel’s hand and across the surface of the cube. The lights in the room went from yellow to a deep, warning red.

      “Well, that isn’t dramatic at all,” Angel said, pulling his hand away before the energy could get any deeper into the core. “Are you just going to look scary or do something about it?”

      There was no response. A grin tugged at the side of Angel’s mouth. “You can’t do anything about it, can you? You’re just as trapped here as I am. There aren’t any defenses down here, or none that are close, anyway. You didn’t think I was dangerous.”

      As good as it felt to gloat, it wasn’t the reason Angel hadn’t tried to destroy the core yet. If the Star Fragment was strong enough to damage the catacomb, he could bring it all crashing down and seal his fate forever.

      “I don’t know if a Great Catacomb can talk,” Angel said. “But the tables have turned here. I’m already dead, so don’t think that I won’t take you with me. This relic isn’t yours, so make a decision. Let me out or we’ll see if you can get your defenses here before I fry you.”

      The red lights brightened. Angel got the feeling that the catacomb didn’t like his offer. His eyes narrowed and he placed his hand on the hot surface of the core again. Purple light flared, digging into the metal.

      Angel’s eyepiece flipped down of its own volition and a screen flashed to life in the glass.
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      He waved the screen away. There was no time to worry about either the warning or how the purple orb had managed to commandeer his gear. The purple light was still digging into the core, and that was all that mattered.

      “Make up your mind quickly,” Angel called, hopeful the core could actually hear him and he wasn’t just talking to himself. If he was, there would be no escaping this place. “I’d hate to cause irreparable damage.”

      Static energy crackled across the ceiling. The lights turned green and dimmed. Angel paused, raising an eyebrow.

      “You can hear me, can’t you?”

      The lights flashed yellow. Angel took that as confirmation. He pulled his hand away from the core. His arm was practically vibrating with energy and it was warm against his skin.

      “Look, this is a lose-lose for both of us. If you don’t let me go, I’m going to do as much damage as I possibly can before I starve to death – and trust me, that’s a lot. Even if you survive, is a single relic really worth it?”

      Angel held his breath as the core mulled over his words. After what felt like an eternity, the green lights grew ever brighter. “My group is bad news for you. I’m the only Seeker – not that you know what that is – so the others are bumbling fools that break everything they touch. If I’m this bad, imagine how horrible they are.”

      Red flash. Angel took that one as fear, but it might have also been the core letting him know he was about to get fried.

      “If we leave, you can find more artifacts and relics,” Angel said, crossing his arms. “But if you try to keep me or either of them here, you may never collect magic again. Can you comprehend that? Nonexistence, I mean. Do you know what life was like before you were aware? It must have been a long time ago. Imagine going back to that.”

      The lights flashed yellow again before turning a brilliant green. The ground rumbled. Fragments of stone and pebbles rained down around him. Angel raised an arm to protect his head and took cover against the side of the core.

      The shaking continued for several minutes before finally grinding to a halt. Angel stood back up and brushed the dirt and rock out of his hair with a grimace. A wide grin stretched across his face as he spotted a new hole in the ceiling far above him.

      Rung by rung, pieces of metal moved to form a ladder that descended toward him. It stopped directly before his face.

      “You’re not going to betray me, are you? That would be pretty rude.”

      Yellow light flashed. Angel cocked an eyebrow. “This would be a lot easier if I could actually understand what you were saying. If you trick me, I swear on the Buried Gods that I’ll get back down here and fry your core if it’s the last thing I do.”

      The core didn’t respond to that. Angel sighed and reached into his travel pack. He pulled out the sentry orb and set it on the ground. “Here. At least you can say you got something out of this.”

      After another long pause, there was a brief flash of green light. The Seeker repressed a grin and reached up, grabbing the first rung of the ladder. It felt sturdy enough, so he began to climb.

      Angel had never tried to leave the core of a catacomb via a ladder before, and after what must have been several hours of endless climbing, he decided he never wanted to again. His limbs ached and he wanted to do nothing more than find a bed and flop down into it.

      Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option. He pressed on, pulling himself upwards one rung at a time. More than once, he wondered if the core was messing with him and had absolutely no intention of letting him go, but he didn’t have any other options. He hoped his threat and peace offering had been enough.

      The answer made itself known just over an hour later, when a faint light appeared at the edge of his vision. Angel redoubled his efforts, climbing as fast as his weary limbs would carry him.

      He burst out of the metal tube and into the brilliant desert sun, laughing like a madman as he flopped face first onto the hot sand. Angel remained there for several minutes, basking in the relief.

      When he finally rolled over to take better stock of his surroundings, the tube had vanished. No trace of the catacomb remained. He couldn’t see any signs of Cowl or Vanessa either. All Angel could hope was that they’d escaped long before he had and were already on their way to Ashwind.

      He took out a strip of jerky and sat down, chewing on it and enjoying the desert sun on his face. His newly modified arm glimmered in the sun, and the glow emitting from the tubes was bright enough to be seen even in the harsh light.

      After finishing his food, Angel pulled out the map and studied it. The desert was difficult to navigate for the inexperienced, but even the seemingly identical sloping dunes contained landmarks for those that knew how to look for them.

      It was the patterns of the wind in the sand more than anything else. They followed patterns based on the time of year and day. It only took Angel a few minutes to situate himself, and he hoped that Cowl had been able to do the same. Even without the map, they weren’t far from the city and they weren’t too deep into the center of the desert.

      There was a very good chance Cowl had been in the area before. Angel glanced around one more time, but all he could see was sand. He sighed and took the board off his back.

      It didn’t look damaged, but he’d never truly examined the artifact out of fear of damaging it. Angel tossed it onto the ground and hopped on. The board seemed as responsive as ever.

      He sighed with relief and leaned forward. The board flew across the desert, disappearing over the dunes and leaving the Great Catacomb behind.

      His journey to the small town was uneventful. His rest was considerably less relaxing without the sentry to keep watch over him, but Angel didn’t regret his decision. At least he was alive to feel the worry.

      The grayish black walls of Ashwind rose on the horizon hours later.

      Built from a drab obsidian that couldn’t be found anywhere else, Ashwind was a mixture of a fortress and a town, but most cities inside the center of the Barren were. Massive ballista had been mounted on the city’s walls, and a lookout tower loomed over the center of the city, armed with a telescope to spot threats miles away.

      Amusingly enough, there was no gate to enter the city. There was a hole in the wall large just enough for a caravan to pass through. The things that posed a threat to the city were much too large to fit through a door.

      Five heavily armed guards stood at the entrance, each with a standard-issue gauntlet on their hand. Angel hopped off his board before he got too close and walked the rest of the way, raising a hand in greeting.

      “Seeker?” a guard with a green badge on his shoulder guessed.

      “I am,” Angel said. “Looking for my team, actually. A woman and a masked man. Have they come through here recently?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” the guard replied. “We haven’t been on duty in a few days, but there are only a few taverns in Ashwind. If they’re here, you’ll find them. Do you bring any news?”

      “Nothing interesting, I’m afraid,” Angel said. “The Magistrates are quarreling again.”

      “I asked for news, not something we all already knew,” another guard said with a rough laugh. “I’d be more surprised if they weren’t fighting. I presume you already know the city rules?”

      “Don’t break anything and don’t be an idiot?” Angel guessed.

      “Close enough. We don’t have a prison,” the first guard said, holding eye contact with Angel. “Understand?”

      “Completely,” Angel replied.

      “Good,” the guard grunted, waving Angel through. “And, before you leave, make sure you’re stocked on supplies. I’ve heard that there’s unrest in the center of the desert. Several bandit groups have gotten their hands on barges, and they’ve been causing everyone a lot of trouble. If you’re passing through, don’t expect much from the cities.”

      “Thanks for the info, but when is the desert not in turmoil?” Angel asked, laughing as he passed the guards and made his way into Ashwind.

      The city was somehow both chilly and uncomfortably humid at the same time. The tall shadows cast by the buildings and massive watchtower almost made it feel like the city was trapped in between day and night.

      It had been years since Angel had last been in Ashwind, and he didn’t look on his previous experiences in the city with any amount of nostalgia. Flashes of tavern brawls and men leaned against back alley walls, their blood leaking into the ground, danced through Angel’s mind.

      Long, straight streets led him deeper into the city. If he recalled correctly, many of the taverns were at the base of the watchtower. Actually, just about anything of interest was near it. The rest of the city was borderline disposable.

      The buildings at the edge were harsh and uniform, made from layers so thick that they could have been mistaken for city walls. Many of them even had arrow slits instead of windows. Angel had never understood the purpose of that, as he couldn’t think of any monsters large enough to threaten Ashwind that would be bothered by the magic from a small gauntlet.

      Deeper into the city, the buildings started to show a little variation. A withered bush against a door, a wall made of a slightly different tone of grays and blacks. They were small, but in a city that looked like someone had dropped tar over everything, it was noticeable.

      Angel came to a stop at the base of the watchtower, but he didn’t bother spending any time looking at it. It was a big black pillar and that was about it. He was much more interested in the buildings in the surrounding area.

      He spotted three taverns off the bat. They made a rough triangle around the tower. They each had a copper sign hanging above their door, with the only difference between them being their names.

      Angel settled on the closest one. It was rather empty, with only a few forlorn patrons and an incredibly thin bartender. He took a seat at the bar.

      “What you want?” the bartender asked, his eyes flicking down to Angel’s mechanical arm.

      “Information,” Angel replied, shifting to obstruct the man’s view.

      “About?”

      “A girl and a Hunter wearing a metal mask. They’re my teammates. We got separated in a catacomb, but they were meant to meet me in Ashwind.”

      “Haven’t seen ‘em,” the bartender said, giving Angel an apologetic shrug. He cleared his throat, coughing out a blob of phlegm. “Hey! Anyone seen a girl and a ragman in a mask?”

      “I might’ve,” a man several tables down slurred. “What’s it to ya?”

      “Thanks,” Angel said, giving the bartender a small nod and sliding a Vex across the table. It vanished into the bartender’s apron as the Seeker slipped off the barstool and moved to sit beside the man who had spoken.

      “I’m Angel.”

      “Cute,” the man said, wiping his raggedy beard with the back of a stained sleeve. He only had four fingers on one of his hands. “I’m Gert.”

      “Pleasure to meet you, Gert,” Angel said, his eyes flicking to the half-finished mug of beer in Gert’s hand. Something told him this wasn’t Gert’s first drink of the day. “You say you saw my companions?”

      “Girl was wearin a scarf and a hat,” Gert said. “Other one had a pointy hat an’ metal mask. Scary lookin.”

      “That’s them,” Angel said, hiding his relief. “Your mug’s looking a bit empty there, Gert. I don’t suppose you’d mind if I helped you out with that? One friend to another.”

      Gert gave Angel a wide grin, revealing two rows of yellowed and rotting teeth. The Seeker barely repressed a shudder as he tossed a Vex to the bartender. It vanished into the thin man’s pockets and, a moment later, he emerged from behind his counter to set a new mug down on the table beside them.

      “So, Gert, where did you see the Hunter and the girl?”

      “Red Snake,” Gert replied, downing the rest of his drink before snatching the new one with an eager giggle. He hiccupped. “Can’t miss ‘em. They were ‘bout to get their shit kicked in.”

      “What? When?”

      Gert shrugged. “It’s all blur, An’hel. Not all tha’ long ago.”

      “Thanks for your help,” Angel said, tossing another Vex on the table. The drunkard met his gaze. For a moment, the haziness left Gert’s eyes and a spark of recognition passed between them. “Enjoy your drink, Seeker.”

      “And you yours,” Gert replied swiftly. He blinked, then shook his head. “Old habits die hard. Quit while you’re still ahead. The drink is much kinder a mistress than the catacombs.”

      “Can’t do that,” Angel said, rising to his feet. “I’d rather make something of my life.”

      He left the tavern at a brisk pace. Gert wasn’t the first retired Seeker he’d met. It was always a sad sight, and it did nothing but bring back bad memories. Ashwind seemed to be good at that.

      Angel didn’t know which tavern Red Snake was, but it wasn’t particularly hard for him to find out. There were only two other options, and it turned out to be the next one he checked. Angel flexed his fingers and slotted one of his remaining canisters into his arm before pushing the door open and going inside.

      Unlike the first tavern, the Red Snake was clearly popular. There were about a dozen tables, and all of them had several people around them. Two waitresses darted around, taking orders as quickly as they could.

      A cursory sweep revealed no signs of Cowl or Vanessa. Angel made his way to the bar, stepping over a small, dried puddle of blood. The bartender was a large man with a bushy moustache and a prominent bald spot.

      “Seeker or Hunter?” the bartender asked, nodding at Angel’s arm.

      “Depends on why you’re asking,” Angel replied with a smile.

      “Fair enough. What do you want? Oil?”

      Angel chuckled. “Not at the moment. Maybe I’ll take you up on that later. I’m looking for my companions. A Hunter with a triangular hat and metal mask and a woman wearing a scarf. I’ve heard that they came through here and might have had a little trouble.”

      The bartender’s gaze darkened. “They’re trouble all right.”

      “Did something happen?”

      “You could say that,” the bartender said, crossing his thick arms and shaking his head. “It took them all of five minutes after showing up to stab one of my customers.”

      “Ah,” Angel said. “Did they deserve it?”

      “Probably,” he admitted. “They got blood all over the floor, though.”

      “Well, I’m sorry for their behavior,” Angel said. “Judging by your tone, they weren’t actually in any serious trouble.”

      “He’s a Hunter,” the bartender replied, pressing his lips together. “What do you think?”

      “Fair enough. Are they still here?”

      “Unfortunately. I’ll thank you if you can rid me of them. They’re in the backroom right now.”

      “The backroom?” Angel asked. “Why? Are they gambling or something?”

      “Or something,” the bartender said with an exasperated sigh. “You’re traveling with a real demon, you know that? If they’re really your group, I’m almost considering paying you to drag them out of my tavern.”

      He gestured across the room at a thick curtain. Angel pushed through it, his nose wrinkling at the smell of stale sweat and low quality grease, and froze.

      Half a dozen men sat around a table, watching Vanessa as she dropped two dice into a stone cup. She wore her straw hat, and the scarf covered so much of her face that it took Angel a moment to realize it was her. Cowl stood behind her like a gargoyle. She rattled the cup around on the table before lifting it, revealing a three and a four. A series of groans and more than one curse filled the room.

      They all pushed several coins over to Vanessa, who happily slid them into her purse. She glanced up.

      “Oh, you made it!” Vanessa exclaimed, jumping to her feet.

      “Buried Gods, another weird one,” one of the men muttered.

      “I’m glad to see the two of you made it out. I see you’ve been enjoying yourselves,” Angel said.

      “It’s been a lot of fun,” Vanessa said, grabbing the dice and putting them into her pocket. “Thanks for the games, boys.”

      There was a mixture of groans as she left – some disappointment, but mostly relief. She’d clearly run them through the wringer, but with Cowl over her shoulder, there wasn’t much any of them could say.

      “Try your luck again tomorrow if you’re bold,” one of the men called as they all headed out of the room.

      “What happened after I fell?” Angel asked while they left the tavern.

      “Cowl wanted to go back for you, but the pit was totally black and we couldn’t see into it,” Vanessa said. “We just kept going. There was another room with some monsters, but Cowl killed them. I don’t think they were too strong. After that, we kind of just… walked out. There were a bunch of empty rooms and then a staircase that led into the desert. We walked up it and the entrance disappeared behind us. Then Cowl just led me here.”

      “How’d you remember where Ashwind was?” Angel asked, cocking his head. “Have you been here before?”

      “Briefly,” Cowl replied. “But I didn’t remember anything. I’ve got an artifact that lets me save some basic images of what I see. I used it to capture the map, so I just used that.”

      “Fair enough,” Angel said. Now that they’d escaped the catacomb, he was tempted to confront the Hunter about whatever was going on with the guild. However, if Cowl was really their enemy, something told Angel that he wouldn’t stand much of a chance in an all-out fight. “I’m glad the two of you made it.”

      “What about you?” Vanessa asked, nodding at his arm. “What happened down in the hole? You’ve clearly had some upgrades.”

      Angel shrugged. “Not so much upgrades as repairs. Smashed my arm up on the way down, had a little party with the catacomb core, came to an agreement, and left. It was fun.”

      “You do realize that you risked your life for nothing, right?” Cowl asked. “I have wings. I could have flown out of the hole.”

      “A little appreciation for getting pushed out of the way of a falling boulder would be nice,” Angel replied. “But, speaking of appreciation, you’ve got my orb. I assume it survived?”

      Cowl grunted, reaching into his pouch and pulling the orb out. “I didn’t mess with it.”

      “Good,” Angel said, taking the artifact. There would be time to study it soon. “And thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” Cowl said after a long pause. “What now, then? Are you still capable of fighting? Or is your arm permanently damaged?”

      “It needs some further work, but I’ve been able to keep most of its functionality. I just need to stop by a Tinkerer’s shop and I’ll be good to go. How are our supplies looking?”

      “Sufficient for about a week’s travel if we aren’t conservative,” Cowl replied. “Should we get more?”

      “No.” Angel shook his head. “Surviving the center of the Barren isn’t like the outer ring. Resources are important, but if we’re lugging around that much extra weight, we’ll get run down and killed by monsters or bandits. It’s better to travel with low weight.”

      “Some of the guys I was playing against mentioned that the center of the Barren was getting more dangerous and the resources were getting limited. Apparently, the bandit groups are getting bolder as well,” Vanessa said. “Will we be able to restock?”

      “We’ll be fine,” Angel said. “There are ways to get water and food, even if the towns won’t sell us anything. And, speaking of gambling, it looks like you won a fair amount. When did you learn how to play dice?”

      “I didn’t,” Vanessa replied. At Angel’s raised eyebrow, she dug out the dice and handed them to him.

      He turned them over in his hands. At first, they seemed like normal bone dice. The faces were plain and undecorated, worn slightly by years of use. However, as he rolled them between his fingers, he chuckled.

      “They’re weighted.”

      “Almost always land on a total adding up to seven,” Vanessa admitted. She revealed a second, identical pair of dice. “I had to have some hobbies, and Mom never objected to me making money from the guards. I got pretty good at swapping them out.”

      “Very clever,” Angel said, handing the dice back to Vanessa. “Don’t let anyone catch you, though. It’ll spell a lot of trouble.”

      “I’ve got enough practice to spot who I can pull this against and who I can’t,” Vanessa said, crossing her arms. “I’ve been doing it a long time now.”

      “Fair enough. It doesn’t matter anyway – we should leave Ashwind today. We threw Silver off our trail with the Great Catacomb, but who knows how long it’ll take him to catch back up. He’s got to have some way to be following us, and until we know what it is, we have to assume he’s right on our tail.”

      “You’re in charge,” Cowl said, giving him a one-shouldered shrug. “We’re well into the center of the Barren now. I haven’t traveled this area.”

      Angel stopped walking as they passed a tightly packed group of shops. He peered through their windows. “Ah, here. This looks like a Tinkerer. Just give me a bit. I need to buy some canisters and materials.”

      A little bell atop the door dinged, announcing his presence as he walked in. At a counter on the far end of the store, a short man with a ratty beard and a burnt hat glanced up from a small machine in his hands. His eyes flicked down to Angel’s arm and lit with a spark of interest.

      He set the machine down. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m looking for canisters,” Angel said. “And a motor. Nothing self-powered, please, and with a wire interface. The smaller, the better.”

      “I’ve got both,” the merchant said. “Ten vex for fifty canisters and five for the motor.”

      “Twelve for all of it,” Angel countered.

      “Thirteen.”

      “Done,” Angel said, pulling out the requested coins and tossing them onto the counter. The merchant swept them into a pocket and turned around, grabbing a small metal crate from the shelf behind him and raising it onto the counter with a small grunt.

      Angel examined the canisters while the merchant made his way over to a pile of scrap in the corner of the shop. The canisters were in good shape and didn’t seem to have any apparent flaws.

      He swept them into his travel bag. The merchant let out a victorious grunt and pulled out a small motor with a few wires poking out on either side. He offered it to Angel, who turned it over in his hands, looking for problems.

      “Where’d you get this?”

      “Bought it off a Seeker a year back,” the merchant replied. “Will it work?”

      “Should be fine,” Angel said, putting the motor into his bag and closing it. “Thanks.”

      “No problem. If you don’t mind me asking, is your arm…”

      “Just electric,” Angel lied, giving him a half-smile. “Looks cool, but doesn’t do much else. It’s a fancy prosthetic. It runs off canisters.”

      “Ah,” the merchant said, his face downcast. “Sorry.”

      “No problem.” Angel raised a hand in farewell and left to regroup with the others.

      “Any luck?” Vanessa asked.

      “Got what I needed,” Angel said, starting down the road toward the city’s exit. “I’m ready to leave if you are.”

      “We’ve got nothing holding us here,” Cowl said. “Let’s go.”

      Vanessa nodded, so, with Angel at the lead, they headed out of the city and made their way back into the desert. The guards didn’t pay them any attention now that they were leaving.

      “Where’s our next location?” Cowl asked.

      “Steam Fortress,” Angel replied as he took the board off his back and tossed it to the ground. “It’s about five days of full speed travel away. If they have supplies to sell, we’ll restock there. If they don’t, we’ll hunt for some ourselves.”

      Cowl’s wings popped out of his back and Vanessa’s skates purred to life. Angel hopped onto his board and leaned forward, skimming over the desert sand with his companions close behind him.
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      The desert sands grew to a tarnished orange as they sped through the air. A faint acrid scent filled the air and the sun seemed to brighten. Even with the wind whipping past them, it was starting to get uncomfortably warm.

      “What’s going on?” Vanessa called over the howling wind.

      “It’s just the center of the Barren,” Angel replied. “The desert here is much less hospitable. Hotter days, colder nights, that kind of thing. It’s annoying, but it’s nothing to worry about. The thing we have to worry about is the monsters. They’re everywhere.”

      But much to Angel’s surprise, the next hours of their trip went by with no problem. Once the sun dipped below the horizon, the temperature dropped sharply.

      Cold air plucked at Angel’s extremities and stung his eyes. He eased his speed, slowing to a stop at the bottom of a large dune.

      “Are we stopping for the night?” Vanessa guessed, shouting over the small storm building around them.

      “Yep,” Angel replied, his teeth chattering. His arm glowed like a beacon in the evening light. He had to do something about that at night.

      “Are you sure it’s safe?” Vanessa asked. “Couldn’t Silver be right behind us?”

      “That’s incredibly unlikely,” Angel replied, shaking his head. “The desert is big, and the Great Catacomb spat us out in a different spot than where we’d entered. He moves faster than we do with his chopper, but it’ll take him at least a bit of time to find us.”

      He pulled his blanket out and sat down on top of it. He popped a panel open in his arm, revealing the empty spot where the grappling hook had gone. Vanessa slipped over behind Angel to watch him work.

      “Have you practiced with the Tinkerer’s tools since you got out of the catacomb?” Angel asked.

      “Yes. I can draw shapes pretty well now, but I didn’t know what to do next and Cowl wasn’t sure either.”

      “Of course Cowl didn’t know,” Angel said, taking out his scribe, the motor that the merchant had sold him, and the spool with the grappling hook still attached to it. “He’s a Hunter, not a Tinkerer.”

      “You aren’t a Tinkerer either,” Vanessa pointed out.

      “I had special training.” Angel ran the scribe along the grappling hook’s thin wire, repairing some of the tiny tears that had appeared in it. Once he’d finished, he coiled it back around the spool and set about connecting it to the new motor. “If you’re drawing shapes, the next thing you need to learn are patterns.”

      “Well, I’m ready when you are.”

      “Maybe tomorrow,” Angel said, carefully placing the grappling attachment within his arm. Several joints clicked down over it, locking the device into place. He closed the plate and flexed his arm, pointing it at the sand. The grappling hook whizzed out and punched into the ground. It retracted into his palm with a high-pitched whine. “And what have you been up to, Cowl?”

      “Just watching the girl. Not much else to do. Can’t complain about that.”

      “True enough.” Angel filled his new canisters with magic. Once he’d finished, he wrapped his blanket around himself. The chill was starting to get to him. “Are you taking first watch?”

      “I can. It’s not like I’m going to get any rest with that night light attached to your arm,” Cowl said.

      “You’ve got a mask,” Angel said. “I think you’ll live.”

      He turned over, ending the conversation. Vanessa was getting ready to sleep herself, but his attention was focused on Cowl. It wasn’t that the man had done anything suspicious. In fact, he’d been nothing but useful since they’d met. The message from the Hunter’s Guild could have been a fluke. However, Angel’s gut told him otherwise and he hadn’t lived this long by ignoring it.

      Angel cast his thoughts back to when they’d first met. It had been in the Hunter’s guild. There hadn’t been anything off about Cowl at the meeting. Aside from his strange choice of attire, he seemed to be a normal Hunter.

      The next time they’d met was outside the city, and they’d been together ever since. Angel’s frown deepened. Then he paused. When Cowl had first met them, his sword had blood on it and he’d mentioned taking care of the fake guard.

      Cowl had even straight-up said that he had been trailing Angel. But what was the point of that? If he’d somehow known who Angel was escorting, he supposed it might have made sense. However, there shouldn’t have been a way for the Hunter to know who Vanessa was, so there was no reason to follow him.

      Angel’s skin prickled with goosebumps. Cowl wasn’t after Vanessa at all. That was why he’d protected her. Cowl was after him – or more accurately, the relic. That was why he’d been so obsessed with Angel’s belongings. He didn’t know where it was and, if Angel hadn’t brought it with him, Cowl would need to be in his good graces to figure out where it was.

      He fought the urge to leap to his feet. As long as Cowl didn’t know that Angel was onto him, he could formulate a plan. Running away with Vanessa would only result in a direct confrontation with Cowl, and he didn’t fancy his chances there.

      Angel gritted his teeth. He could wait for his watch and try to slip away, but something told him that Cowl would be ready for that. He needed a bigger distraction. A thought struck him and a faint grin tugged at the edge of his lips.

      The bandit groups. It wouldn’t be too hard to locate one with the amount of magic and heat that barges used. If he could somehow get Cowl caught up fighting them, there was a way out. Unfortunately, that meant sleeping with an enemy at the watch.

      When Cowl woke him, he barely managed to keep his composure. Angel no longer had the sentry to take his place during the watch, so he had to do it himself. He kept a close eye on Cowl, though there was almost no chance that the man would do anything right now.

      He flipped his eyepiece down and examined the desert, searching for any traces of magic. It didn’t take him long to pick up a glimmer of something in the distance.

      When morning came and the day started to warm up once more, Angel nudged Vanessa awake. Cowl arose on his own and the three packed up, quickly eating a small meal. Once they’d finished, they set off once again.

      All three of them were oddly quiet as Angel steered them straight toward the magical source, desperately hoping it was the barge and not a huge monster.

      “You’re quiet today,” Cowl observed.

      “I’m thinking,” Angel replied, hiding the flash of worry. Cowl was too damn perceptive.

      “Odd time to take up a new hobby.”

      “Very funny,” Angel said, rolling his eyes despite the situation.

      A little over an hour passed, still with little interference from the desert. The situation had officially gone from “lucky” to “unsettling.” There was no reason for the monsters to be leaving them alone like this.

      Angel opened his mouth to comment on it, but a distant droning whir caught his ear and his blood ran cold. A chopper appeared from the clouds in the sky, closing the gap between them at a rapid rate.

      “Buried Gods,” Angel swore. The flying vehicle’s shadow passed over them. “They’re tracking us.”

      He lowered his eyepiece and glanced in the direction of what he hoped to be the bandit barge. The light was significantly brighter. It was much closer now. They must have picked up on something – probably Silver’s chopper.

      “What do we do?” Vanessa asked, holding her gauntlet and moving closer to Angel.

      “No point running. They’re faster than we are,” Angel said, allowing his board to slide to a stop. He slung it back over his shoulder and loaded a canister.

      Ropes dropped from the chopper and bandits slid down around them. Silver was the last to arrive. His wide-brimmed hat flapped in the wind and he landed easily on his feet, an almost apologetic expression on his tanned face.

      “Angel. I must say, your last escape was quite impressive,” Silver said, inclining his head. “Unfortunately, I fear that this is the end of the road. You’ve got something I want.”

      “I can’t imagine what that would be,” Angel said, keeping his arm ready. Silver’s eyes flicked down to it.

      “I see you’ve improved your arm. Congratulations. I genuinely do wish that we could talk, but the Xoran has put a very tight time limit on me. Damn Magistrates. I’m afraid we’ll have to postpone the chitchat, unless you’d like to come along with us? I wouldn’t mind inviting you to my crew. You have proven yourself quite formidable.”

      “You know nothing about us,” Vanessa said. “How can you work for such a horrible man?”

      “Money, my dear,” Silver replied, looking somewhat upset. “It’s hard to come by for those of us that aren’t born into it. I hate to inconvenience you, but it’s just business. The Magistrate doesn’t want to kill you, so you’ll come to understand this in the future. The desert is far colder than you can imagine.”

      “So much for no chitchat,” Angel said, smirking. “But there are still three of us, and we’ve got a Hunter. Is there a point in putting food on the table when half of you are dead?”

      Silver gave him a sympathetic look. “I really do have to apologize again. I’m not generally a fan of such tactics, but I can’t take any risks with a job like this.”

      Angel’s heart dropped. The sand shifted under Cowl’s feet as he stepped away from them, walking to join the bandits.

      “You bastard!” Vanessa said, her tone clipped and furious. “I thought we were friends.”

      “Silver is right,” Cowl said after a small pause. “The desert is cold. You’ll come to learn that – or you’ll die.”

      “What could Silver have possibly paid you off with?” Angel asked. His teeth gritted in anger at the Hunter’s betrayal. “I know you’ve been working toward some goal of your own, but some small part of me hoped that you were still on our side. What did you want? The relic? And why all of the misdirection? You could have just taken it from me!”

      Cowl cocked his head. It was a while before the Hunter finally responded. “Yes. I want the relic.”

      “You’ve got a relic?” Silver asked, clicking his tongue. “No matter. Cowl gets you, and I get the girl. If it’s any solace, he refused to join my crew. He has no interest in your charge.”

      “So this is it? Are you even a Hunter?” Angel asked, glaring at Cowl and narrowing his eyes. The Hunter’s response hadn’t felt genuine, but he hardly had the luxury to quiz the man. “It’s funny. I was getting a bit paranoid, but I used to think you were a friend.”

      Cowl’s sword lowered, wavering at his side. Then it rose again. “There are no friends in the Barren. Simply business partners, and our business has ended.”

      Angel couldn’t help but notice that Cowl hadn’t answered his question.

      “What do we do?” Vanessa whispered, backing against Angel.

      “Depends,” Angel replied. “Would you rather die or get taken back?”

      “Die.”

      Angel tossed her a canister. “Make it count.”

      Silver shook his head sadly. “A shame it came to this. It’s been a pleasure, Angel. Boys, kill them.”

      A bolt of lightning ripped out of Angel’s palm. The brilliant yellow flash nearly blinded him as the spell came out stronger than it ever had been before. His arm shook as magic blasted across the sand and drove into Cowl’s body.

      Cowl tumbled backward several feet, his body smoking. Vanessa slammed the canister into her gauntlet and raised her hand, firing a green bolt at the nearest bandit. The spell caught him in the throat, punching a hole through it. His eyes widened and he scrabbled at the wound, his mouth flapping in disbelief for a moment before he staggered and fell to the sand.

      With a roar, the bandits charged them. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Cowl get up, but Silver was on him before he could spare a thought for his traitorous teammate.

      Silver’s sword was a blur. Angel was saved by his arm, which was so large and bulky that he managed to block the man’s swing accidentally. The bandit pressed his attack, forcing Angel to use his arm as a shield. There was no chance to load another canister into it.

      “Just surrender,” Silver said with an award-winning smile. “You don’t have to die for her.”

      Angel lunged, barely avoiding the man’s sword and driving his left shoulder into Silver’s chest. The bandit staggered and Angel slapped a fresh canister into his arm.

      “I don’t work with bandits,” Angel snarled, striking his palm against the sand. The earth swelled and thick spikes erupted around them. Silver spun out of the way, but one of them carved a painful-looking gash across his chest.

      Angel instinctively rolled just before a streak of white light struck the sand where he’d been standing.

      “Give it up, Angel,” Cowl said, his sword popping with energy. “It had to come to this. There are forces in play beyond your understanding. Vanessa won’t die here. She’ll have a chance to escape, but you won’t if you keep fighting. If you were anyone else, I would have killed you already.”

      “I won’t betray my friends, and you can’t have my relic. Pry the relic from my corpse, shitbag,” Angel retorted. It wasn’t his best comeback, but he was a little under pressure. He loaded his third spell and raised his arm, alternating between Cowl to Silver. “Next person who moves catches a lightning bolt to the face.”

      “Telling people your next move is stupid,” Cowl said, charging toward him. “Your lightning is strong for a Seeker, but you’re far from my match.”

      Angel cocked an eyebrow. A blue bolt sailed through the air, leaving frigid white sparkles in its wake. Cowl twisted, but he wasn’t fast enough and it slammed into his thigh. Ice burst across his right leg and lower chest. He crumpled, unable to put weight on his injured limb.

      “You’re right,” Angel said, returning his attention to Silver. “Telling you what I was doing would be stupid.”

      “Such a shame. I would have loved to have you on the team,” Silver said, pressing his lips together. “But I think you’ve made your position clear.”

      His sword rippled like liquid metal and he swung the strange blade at Angel, who raised his arm to block it. As the sword moved, it extended and warped into an arc of metal much like a scythe, which reached around him and cut a line across his leg.

      The bandit pressed forward, his weapon drawing glimmering arcs through the air and forcing Angel back. Silver’s attacks had already been terrifyingly fast, and now they were impossible to read and had a range he couldn’t begin to guess. He risked a glance at Vanessa and instantly regretted it. Four bandits had surrounded her and had their swords at her throat. One unfortunate bandit lay smoldering nearby, and several more were injured.

      “Your girl did a number on my men,” Silver observed. “A necessary cost of doing business, but unfortunate nonetheless. It’s over, Angel. You have nothing left to fight for.”

      Something dark speeding toward them from the horizon caught Angel’s eyes and he smirked. “I agree.”

      “You do?” Silver asked, taken aback.

      “It’s over,” Angel said. “Although not in the way you’re thinking.”

      Silver looked over his shoulder.

      “Barge!” he roared. “Get back to the chopper, before —”

      A roar tore through the desert and a dark blur launched from the barge. The chopper exploded as the projectile struck it. Fragments of machinery and metal rained down on them as the force of the strike sent the vehicle careening across the sky.

      Cowl shook off the effects of Angel’s spell, rising to his feet with a mechanical growl. “I don’t know how, but you did this.”

      Angel shrugged. “We’re all screwed now. Enjoy.”

      “I’ll deal with you shortly,” Cowl replied, turning toward the rapidly approaching barge and raising his sword. The sand ship was huge – easily the size of a small village and heavily armored. There were several dozen men milling about at the top, yelling orders. The prow bristled with two ballistae and a cannon.

      The massive sword in Cowl’s hands grew brighter and he reared back, swinging it in a vertical arc. A halfmoon-shaped disk of energy shot out, expanding as it flew. It reached the barge and carved a deep groove into the huge sand ship.

      Screams rose from the deck. The men manning the ballista turned it toward them and Angel caught a glimmer of magic at its tip. His eyes widened and he hurled himself out of the way.

      Cowl jerked and fell backwards, an arrow the size of a small tree trunk sprouting from his chest and pinning him to the sand. Angel hadn’t even heard the ballista. The cannon fired again and shrapnel rained down on them. Angel raised his hand to protect himself, but something hard hit the back of his head. He crumpled to the ground unconscious with the faintest trace of a smug expression on his face.

      Angel groaned. His head was throbbing something fierce and the back of his neck was wet. The world around him was dark and cold. He rolled over, searching for his blanket before his memory flooded back.

      His eyes snapped open and he squinted from the resulting spark of pain. Cold metal pressed against his cheek, and there were thick metal bars in front of his nose.

      A holding cell. The barge had taken them alive. A laugh escaped Angel’s mouth. It hurt, but that only made him laugh harder.

      “What’s so funny?” Silver asked. Angel rolled over in surprise. On the far side of the room, the bandit leaned against a dark wall. His hat was missing.

      “Ah. They took you too,” Angel muttered, slightly less pleased.

      “They took everyone that survived,” Silver said. “Killed my crew. Did you plan this?”

      “Not exactly,” Angel said, trying to ignore the jabbing pain in his head. He twitched his fingers and was surprised to find that his right arm was still there.

      “They tried.”

      “Tried what?” Angel asked.

      “Your arm. They tried to take it, but every artifact they brought near it couldn’t cut it. They were going to kill you, but one of them said something in a language I don’t speak and you got tossed down here with the rest of us. I’m pretty sure it involved slavery and money.”

      “Who else did they get? Your crew?”

      “They killed everyone other than me,” Silver said, his voice cold. “I already mentioned that.”

      “Sorry.”

      Silver clicked his tongue. He scooted toward Angel, grabbing him by the hair and turning his head. The movement was firm, but it didn’t seem to intend harm. “Head injury.”

      “Gathered that. Got hit in the head.”

      The bandit captain held up a finger. He moved it back and forth. “You’ll get over it. If your magical energy isn’t already healing you, I’d be surprised. You’ve got to be at least level thirty.”

      “Thirty-one,” Angel confirmed. His words felt fuzzy. “Who else is here? It hurts to move.”

      Silver snorted and flipped Angel over. A young woman about his age hung from a wall, her hands shackled above her head. Her feet had been chained down as well, and there was a gag in her mouth.

      She wore what appeared to be a tattered canvas bag and scars covered the parts of her arms and legs that Angel could see.

      “Damn. What did she do?”

      “No clue,” Silver said. “She was already here when I woke up. You weren’t the only one that got knocked out. I just woke up a lot earlier due to my higher level.”

      Angel pressed his hands against the ground and forced himself upright, making the world swim briefly. “Where are the bandits? What do they want?”

      “I don’t know that either,” Silver said, leaning against the wall and closing his eyes. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “What, you give up?” Angel asked, laughing weakly.

      Silver didn’t respond. With a sigh, Angel used the wall and to lever himself to his feet. He was still dizzy, but the pain was fading as his body healed. If it hadn’t been for the extra levels he’d gotten recently, he would have been down for quite a while.

      He took stock of the situation. His arm was in decent shape, but the bandits had confiscated all of his canisters. Nobody had been left to keep watch over the prisoners.

      “What about you?” Angel asked, looking at the girl. “Any fight left?”

      She looked up, trying to focus on him. Angel willed his hand to its blade form and carefully cut the gag away. The girl spat it out and drew in a deep breath.

      “Thank you.”

      “No problem,” Angel said. “Say, did either of you see what they did with Vanessa? The girl traveling with me.”

      “Different cell, I think,” Silver said from his corner. “Bastards are stealing my loot.”

      Angel sighed. “Wonderful. That makes this a lot harder.”

      “You’re planning to try to save her?” the girl asked, blinking. “Why? If you get a chance, you should run. The bandits on this ship are powerful. Some of them are over level one hundred. They’ll eat you alive if you try to fight them.”

      “I’ve got a duty to my friend,” Angel said, rolling his shoulders to get a knot out of them. “What’s your name?”

      “You’re going to die.”

      Angel cocked an eyebrow.

      “Lilian,” she responded after a long pause. She was doing a good job of hiding it, but Angel could tell she was in a significant amount of pain. He examined the chains holding her to the wall, but they were far too sturdy to cut.

      Unfortunately, he couldn’t see any traces of magic on them either. They were old-fashioned steel, which meant his arm wasn’t going to be much use.

      “Why are you chained to the wall, Lilian? Are you scarier than we are?” Angel asked.

      “I kicked the captain in the nuts,” Lilian said, a flicker of a grin flashing across her face. “Felt something pop. They don’t like me very much.”

      “That’ll do it,” Angel said, wincing despite himself. “I guess he deserved it. If I see him, I’ll make sure to give that a shot. Maybe I can get the other one.”

      “I’ll do it myself, thank you very much,” Lilian said. Angel squinted at her. Her shirt was baggy, so it was difficult to tell, but her breathing was labored enough to be noticeable.

      “Did they break your ribs?”

      “I don’t think so,” Lilian said. “Bruised or fractured, probably. I’ll live until I don’t.”

      Angel went to examine her with his eyepiece, but it was gone. His brow furrowed as he realized that the bandits had taken his artifact. “Bastards.”

      “Tell me about it,” Lilian wheezed. “They put an artifact on me that inhibits my healing, just to watch me suffer.”

      “Really?” Angel asked, perking up. “Where?”

      “You don’t have to sound so happy,” Lilian muttered. She raised her chin, revealing a thin collar that had been hidden underneath the ratty clothing. Angel touched it with a finger. A spark of purple electricity arced into the artifact.

      It shattered into three pieces and fell to the floor around Lilian. Silver let out a whistle. “You can do that without canisters?”

      Angel ignored him.

      “How did you do that? An artifact?” Lilian said, blinking. “I thought the other guy was lying about your arm. Why would they let you keep it?”

      “Slaves make a lot more money than an individual artifact. Taking it off him might break it, and Angel might be just as big a payday to them as his girl,” Silver piped up. “And I have a name, thank you very much.”

      “She’s not my girl,” Angel said, rolling his eyes. “Just a traveling companion. I had two of them, although one of them turned out to be a traitorous bastard.”

      “It happens,” Silver said, shrugging one shoulder. “Besides, you saw what happened to him. Got what was coming from your perspective.”

      “I guess. I would have preferred to beat some sense into him myself. I honestly thought we were friends for a little while.”

      “Maybe you were,” Silver said, opening one eye. “You can separate your job from your friends. Just because he liked you doesn’t mean he didn’t have a goal he had to complete. Either that or he was playing you from the start and never cared about you or the girl in the slightest.”

      “Thank you,” Angel said dryly. “Very helpful.”

      “I always wanted to be a therapist,” Silver mused. “Even went to school for it for about a month.”

      “What happened?” Lilian asked.

      “I found out robbing people makes a lot more money,” Silver said, closing his eyes again. “I like money.”

      “As much as I enjoy idle chitchat, we need to get out of here,” Angel said. “Lilian, you’ve been here the longest. How often do they check on the prisoners?”

      “It changes,” Lilian said. “I don’t think there’s a schedule.”

      Angel grabbed one of the chains keeping her against the wall and tugged on it. Even with the strength of his mechanical arm, the metal links held firm. They were just too thick.

      “Are you just going to sit there?” Angel asked, glancing back at Silver. “You could at least pretend to help.”

      “I am helping,” Silver replied. His fingers twitched at his sides. Lilian’s eyes widened and Angel ducked as a thin silver snake danced through the bars of the cell and flung itself into the bandit’s hands, becoming a rapier.

      “Relic?” Angel asked, eyeing it curiously.

      “Fancy artifact,” Silver replied, rising to his feet with a smirk. “I’ve been trying to get my hands on this ever since I woke up. You’ve got no idea how hard it is for a piece of metal to figure out where you are.”

      Silver sauntered over and pressed his blade against the chains where they connected to the wall. The thin blade sliced through them like butter and Lilian dropped to the ground, chains rattling. He removed the links at her legs as well, taking care not to cut her feet.

      “Don’t cut off the rest,” Lilian said before Silver could continue. She swung one of the chains experimentally. “Unlike the two of you, I don’t have a weapon. These will do.”

      “Suit yourself,” Silver said, extending his empty hand. “So then, Angel. I believe we’ve got a common goal. Shall we have a truce until we kill the big ugly bastard running this ship?”

      Angel watched the wily man with a careful eye. Then he reached out and took the proffered hand. “Don’t betray me. I’ve had enough of that for one day.”

      “It’s not a betrayal if we were never on the same side in the first place,” Silver said, giving Angel a wide grin. “This lasts until we get off the ship. Don’t get me wrong – I’m bringing that girl to the Magistrate. There’s too much money on the line.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Angel said. Lilian watched them with a confused expression, but Silver left her no time to press the question.

      Silver’s blade sliced through the bars at the front of the cell. Angel caught them as they fell, laying them down softly. When the hole was big enough, they crowded into the narrow passage. A stairwell off to their left led both up to the top of the ship and down into its depths.

      There were several other cells, but all of them were empty. It didn’t look like the bandits kept their captives long. And, to Angel’s concern and annoyance, Vanessa was nowhere to be found. For whatever reason, they’d separated her. If they’d figured out she was a Magistrate’s daughter… Angel groaned. More bounty hunters.

      “Which way do we go?” Lilian asked quietly.

      “You could always try to make a run for it,” Angel said. “This might be your best shot at escape. They aren’t expecting us to get loose, and we’re about to make quite a ruckus. If you hide for a few minutes and then run to the top deck, you might be able to get away.”

      Lilian considered his offer. “I appreciate it, but no. I’d be screwed without your help. Maybe I can return the favor and save this girl you’re looking for.”

      “I won’t turn down backup,” Angel said. “But look after yourself. If things go south, run. I don’t need another death on my conscience.”

      “I can take care of myself,” Lilian replied, wrapping the chains around her arms so they wouldn’t clank. “And the girl is either down in the hold or the captain’s quarters. It depends how much of a liking he took to her.”

      “How do you know?” Silver asked.

      “I don’t,” Lilian admitted. “But it’s a barge. Bandits aren’t all that creative. Where else could she be?”

      “I’m going to pretend I don’t take offense to that,” Silver said. “I vote below deck.”

      “Below it is,” Angel said. They slipped down the stairs as quietly as they could.

      They ran into a bandit almost instantly. He didn’t even have a chance to blink before Silver’s blade slipped into his chest. He slid up behind the man and wrapped a hand around his mouth before the bandit could scream.

      “Hush,” he whispered, twisting the blade deeper. The bandit slumped and Silver leaned him against the wall. He continued down without a second glance.

      Angel and Lilian followed him to the bottom, where they were stopped by a door.

      “Either their living quarters or their loot room,” Silver said, his words lower than a whisper. “My money’s on living quarters.”

      “Should we leave?” Lilian asked. “I can’t imagine we’ll be able to get through their living quarters silently.”

      “I have a better idea,” Silver said with a manic grin. “I’m changing the plan.”

      “Hold on,” Angel said, but it was too late. Silver threw the door open on an enormous rectangular room. Cots lined the walls, and there were easily fifty men sitting or lying around. Everyone looked toward the door with confusion at the bandit’s loud entrance.

      “Greetings, good fellows,” Silver said, inclining his head in the faintest semblance of a bow. “I believe you have my hat. I’d like it back.”

      “The prisoners!” the closest man yelled, jumping to his feet. Silver’s blade flicked out and separated his head from his body. He dropped like a rock and Silver clicked his tongue.

      “I suppose we’ll have to do this the hard way, then.”

      His hand whipped out. The sword lengthened, slicing through the room and killing or injuring several men with a single swing. Angel dashed into the room, angling toward the other side.

      A bandit lunged at him. Angel drove his mechanical arm into the man’s chin. His head snapped back with a crunch and he flew several feet through the air, crashing into a wall.

      “I wish I had my canisters,” Angel complained, dodging a sword thrust from another bandit.

      “Maybe I’ll bury you with them,” the bandit snarled, slashing at Angel’s face. He blocked the blow with his arm, then backhanded him violently, knocking him down with more than a few broken bones.

      Angel had to admit that the modifications to his arm had been a significant upgrade. While it had been strong before, it was a menace now. Even without canisters to fuel its magic, it was a force to be reckoned with.

      He could hear the screams of the dying echoing throughout the room. Even still, Angel felt their advantage waning. Their initial strike had been so effective because the bandits were off their guard, but now they were starting to rally.

      Several of them surrounded Angel, keeping him at bay with their swords.

      “Don’t any of you have gauntlets?” Angel asked. “Swords are lame.”

      “We should have cut that arm off you, swine,” one of them said, thrusting his blade at Angel. He knocked it aside and narrowly avoided another man’s blade.

      “Hindsight is perfect, and I heard you gave that a shot anyway,” Angel replied. Another thrust nearly put his eye out, and a slash slipped through his defenses and cut a furrow across his chest. He hissed in pain.

      The bandits surged forward. Angel dove to the side, but he knew it was too late. There wasn’t enough room to dodge and a blade was headed straight for his neck.

      A chain whipped through the air, knocking the arm away wide. A moment later, a second chain slammed into one of the bandits’ heads, dropping him instantly. Lilian’s makeshift weapons clattered across the floor as she charged, spinning the chains like a helicopter of death.

      Angel had to admit that they were effective. Trying to block the chains was useless due to their weight and speed, and in open quarters like this, Lilian had all the room she needed to go wild.

      One of the last bandits from the group that had cornered Angel dove at him. Angel spun out of the way and swept his legs out from under him. Lilian’s chain crashed into the bandit’s skull, ending his cry midway out of his mouth.
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      The stench of copper and entrails permeated the air. On the other side of the room, Silver had proven to be more than a match to a roomful of bandits. He’d carved a river of blood through their ranks, although he was somehow completely untouched by it.

      Silver’s blade had an almost surgical precision. Not a single person in his wake was moving. He’d killed them all, many with just a single flick. The tide of the battle turned in their favor, and the remaining bandits didn’t last long against their combined assault.

      “Well, they certainly know we’re here now,” Angel said, breathing heavily. He’d earned more than a few cuts, but none of them were serious.

      “Good,” Silver said, stepping over bodies to reach a table in a corner of the room. A deck of cards was scattered over the top, and there was a locked metal chest beneath it. Silver tossed the table out of the way and tapped the chest with his foot. “What do you want to bet our stuff is in here?”

      “Not taking you up on that,” Angel said, joining him and squatting, taking care not to get blood on his clothes. They were already dirty enough. “Do you see any canisters anywhere? I’m going to need them.”

      “Work on the chest,” Silver said. “Lilian, help the Seeker find his magic cans. I’ll hold off the bandits at the stairwell, so make it quick.”

      Angel didn’t need to be told twice. The bandits had taken his lockpicks, but he still had his hand. Points emerged from his fingertips and he pressed them into the lock, carefully feeling out the mechanism.

      Lilian darted from hammock to hammock, digging through the dead bandits’ belongings. Battle cries and the clash of metal came from the stairwell behind them, adding a new urgency to Angel’s work.

      He flicked a finger up. The lock popped open and he swung the top of the chest out of the way. Silver’s hat expanded, nearly smacking him in the face. Angel irritably tossed it over his shoulder. Cowl’s metal mask rested on a pile of coins. Angel stared at it.

      Lilian grabbed his shoulder. “We need to help Silver!”

      “Right,” Angel said, shaking his head. He grabbed the mask and tucked it into his waistband. “Did you find any canisters? I had a travel pack that should have been full of them.”

      “It wasn’t here,” Lilian said. “There were a few in one of the bandit’s belongings, though.”

      She thrust five canisters into Angel’s hands. He examined them distastefully. “Fire. Low quality, but I guess they’ll do.”

      He loaded one and clicked the other four into the holder on his arm. “I’m ready. Let’s go.”

      Lilian scooped Silver’s hat off the ground and dashed up the stairs with Angel close behind her. They had to slow down almost immediately. A thick sheen of blood covered the steps.

      “How many people has he killed?” Angel cursed, holding on to the guardrails as he climbed as quickly as he could.

      “Not enough,” Lilian spat.

      The sound of fighting got louder as they climbed past the cells toward the top of the ship. At the top of the stairs, a ladder led to a heavy trapdoor and, judging by the light streaming through the crack around it, the deck.

      Angel and Lilian nodded at each other. He scurried up the ladder and threw it open, leaping out. He nearly tripped over a pile of bodies surrounding the hatch and squinted against the bright light.

      Silver stood at the bow of the ship, surrounded by a teeming mass of bandits. He had his back to the open air, but his flashing sword was keeping the men at bay. At the stern, behind the railing of the top deck, a tall woman stood with her arm pointed at Silver. Angel spotted his travel pack at her side.

      “Go help Silver,” Angel ordered. “I’ll take care of the scary woman.”

      “Be careful,” Lilian warned him. Angel raised his hand and aimed it at the woman. A rolling ball of fire erupted from his palm, roaring across the deck. The woman threw herself out of the way just before the spot she’d been standing in was engulfed in flames.

      She rolled to her feet and spun to face Angel. It was his turn to desperately dodge as a bolt of lightning carved through the air and slammed into the deck.

      “That’s my spell!” Angel complained. “You can’t use it against me!”

      The woman didn’t respond. She grabbed another canister from his pack and put it into the holder on her gauntlet. Angel did the same, ducking to the side as another bolt of lightning sailed through the air above him.

      His hair stood on end as he dashed toward the stairwell leading to the second deck. He leaned back, avoiding another strike of lightning that sailed past his nose and disappeared into the desert sand.

      “You really need to take some lessons on that,” Angel said, firing another ball of fire at her. She dodged to the side, but the large blast still heavily singed her back and hair. He loaded one of the four remaining canisters into his arm.

      “The captain never should have kept you alive,” the bandit snarled. “I’m going to enjoy desecrating your body.”

      “That’s messed up.” Angel ducked behind a mast as an earthen pillar erupted from the deck and narrowly missed him. “You’ve got anger issues, lady.”

      He jumped out from behind his cover and sent another ball of fire rolling at her. She retaliated with a blast of ice and the two spells met midair, sending up a huge cloud of steam that filled the deck within moments.

      Angel crept into it. He couldn’t see through it, but his skin prickled and he dropped to the deck. A bolt of lightning screamed over his head.

      “No fair!” Angel called. “How can you see me? You’ve got my artifact, don’t you?”

      She gave a bark of laughter. Angel fitted another canister into his arm and aimed in the direction of her voice. The fireball disappeared into the steam and he was rewarded with a yelp of pain.

      His victory was short-lived. A spike shot out of the deck, punching into his lower stomach. His eyes widened and he pulled himself off it, staggering back and pressing his left hand against the wound. It was bleeding heavily, but it wasn’t fatal. Probably.

      “Scared?” the woman asked. “You should be. I think I’ll make you suffer. You and your friends killed half of our crew. More loot for the rest of us, I suppose. No matter. Beg, boy. See if it helps.”

      Angel loaded another canister into his arm with shaking fingers.

      She laughed again. “Squeal for me.”

      A spike erupted through Angel’s left foot and he screamed.

      “Yes, that’s right. That’s what I want to hear!”

      He raised his right arm, shaking with the effort. “You are possibly the most comically evil person I’ve ever met. Do you kick children when you walk past them too?”

      “Bold words from a dying dog,” the woman spat from somewhere to his side.

      Angel swung his arm toward her voice and fired his grappling hook. It vanished in the steam and he felt it smack into something meaty. The woman shrieked and a grim smile crossed the Seeker’s face.

      He yanked his arm back. With the spike pinning his foot to the ground, he had more leverage than she did and she was dragged across the deck and straight into his hand. Angel grabbed her head.

      Her eyes widened in shock, but any response she might have made was swallowed by the roar of the fireball that engulfed her. Her charred remains crumpled to the deck, smoldering.

      Angel hissed in pain as he pulled his foot free of the spike. Keeping his other hand pressed against the wound in his stomach, he retrieved his singed travel pack and swung it over his shoulder. He hunched over, pulling his artifact from the woman’s face and putting it back on his own. With a grunt, he limped over her smoldering body to look over the rest of the battle.

      It didn’t look good. A number of dead bandits littered the deck around Lilian and Silver. They stood facing a massive man, both covered in wounds. One of Lilian’s chains had been shattered. The remaining bandits stood in a large ring around all of them.

      It wasn’t hard for Angel to figure out that the man was the leader of the bandits. To make things worse, there was still no sign of Vanessa. He pulled his hand away from his stomach and glanced down at it.

      The wound was still bleeding badly. His body’s accelerated healing was working in overtime, but it would be at least an hour before it was gone. Going down to help them was out of the question – he’d just be a liability.

      Part of him wanted to search for Vanessa, but that was equally stupid. If Silver and Lilian got killed fighting the captain, he was next. Angel opened his travel pack and peered inside it. There were still a few filled canisters, but the majority of them were empty.

      Based on how much difficulty Silver and Lilian were having against the captain, he had to be a high level. Point-blanking a fireball to his face probably wouldn’t be effective.

      Angel pulled out one of the empty canisters and drew the pattern to fill it with energy. He worked quickly and confidently, finishing it and locking the spell inside.

      In the time that it took him to load the spell, the bandit captain had already managed to push Lilian and Silver to the railing. The bandit sported hundreds of thin cuts. Silver’s blade whipped out again, lashing across his skin. He didn’t even flinch. He had to have an artifact strengthening him.

      At least, Angel hoped he did. If he was naturally that tough, Angel shuddered to think what level he might be. But, there was no time to consider hypotheticals. Angel loaded the spell into his arm and took careful aim.

      Across the deck, Silver’s large hat wobbled as he glanced up in Angel’s direction. He couldn’t make out the silver-tongued bandit’s expression, but he hoped it was a confirmation.

      A bolt of lightning thundered out of his arm. His injured foot was unable to support his body against the recoil and he staggered, catching the railing just before he fell. The spell found the huge bandit’s back and he stumbled forward with a smoking crater in his back.

      He spun, two cold eyes focusing on Angel instantly.

      “Where’s my first mate?” he growled. His voice was so loud that it was perfectly audible, even as far as Angel was.

      “Dead and smoldering behind me,” Angel said. The canister clattered out of his arm and he loaded another. “And you’re next, unless you want to let me and my friends walk.”

      “She was right,” the captain growled. “I should have killed you and turned your arm to scrap. If you think you’re walking after butchering half my crew, you’re sorely mistaken. You’ll pay for their lives with blood.”

      “Already have,” Angel said. “I don’t reckon they were worth more than the few drops I’ve already spilled anyway.”

      A second bolt of lightning burst from his palm. The captain dodged, but the spell caught his leg. Anyone else’s appendage would have been blown off. The captain merely limped as he charged toward Angel.

      Silver’s sword flicked, killing several more bandits as they made room for their captain. Angel loaded another canister. His motions were sluggish due to his blood loss.

      The captain had closed most of the distance between them before Angel finished. The Seeker slapped his hand on the deck and spikes sprouted, shooting at the bandit’s stomach.

      The huge man plowed through them almost effortlessly. Several points snapped off inside him, but he ignored them. He thundered up the steps and grabbed Angel by his hair, lifting him off the deck.

      “How are you so damn tough?” Angel wheezed.

      “Artifacts are wondrous things,” the captain replied, spittle flying into Angel’s face. “And I’ll be adding yours to my collection. You’re no longer worth anything to me alive.”

      “An artifact, huh?” Angel asked, a weak grin pulling across his face. His hand whirred, flipping and transforming into a blade. He thrust it into the bandit’s side. It barely went an inch into his skin.

      “Cute,” the captain said with cold fury. “Say hello to Teia in the afterlife, and tell her I’m sorry.”

      Purple sparks flashed up Angel’s blade and into the captain’s body, dancing around him like hundreds of miniature flashing lights. The sparks turned to streamers. The captain’s eyes widened and he staggered back, but there was no stopping it. Energy flowed from the bandit’s body in ribbons, flooding into Angel.

      He started to shrink. His muscles atrophied and he scrabbled at his chest, trying to stop the purple light from leaving. The last of it vanished with a pop.

      “Tell her yourself,” Angel said, thrusting his blade up through the bandit’s chin. His head jerked back and he made a gurgling noise. Angel leaned forward, shoving the formerly huge man over the railing.

      The captain tumbled, landing with a thud. He didn’t move again. Angel felt as if there should have been a moment of silence, but that didn’t happen.

      Silver continued his gruesome work, dancing through the bandits and making mincemeat of them. With the death of their captain, there was nothing left to stand against him. Lilian took her fair share of them down with her as well.

      In a few minutes, the fight was over. Angel leaned on the railing, his hand pressed against his stomach as he looked at the carnage below him. He couldn’t help himself. He threw up.

      “First slaughter?” Silver asked, walking up the stairs to stand beside him.

      “And hopefully my last,” Angel muttered.

      “Doubtful,” Silver said. “Did you know that most bloodbaths are caused by repeat offenders?”

      Angel just shook his head. The man was far too jovial. They’d just killed easily one hundred people. It wasn’t that he had any qualms against that – bandits were scum and murderers. Even so, his conscience was heavy. The horrible scent permeating the air didn’t help.

      “So,” Silver said, watching Angel with a hand on the hilt of his sword.

      “So indeed,” Angel replied.

      “Why do you try so hard?” Silver suddenly asked. “What does the girl matter? She surely can’t be worth all the effort and blood you’ve spent for her.”

      “Most people aren’t,” Angel said with a chuckle. “It’s not about what people are worth, Silver. She’s not just a duty to me. We’re friends. Money won’t help me go to sleep at night knowing that I’ve betrayed someone I care about.”

      Unreadable emotion washed over Silver’s face. He shook his head. “Lilian is looking for her now. She’ll find her soon enough – and then the deal is off. You’re an interesting man, Angel. It’ll be a shame to kill you.”

      “We don’t have to be enemies, you know,” Angel said.

      “That’s what I’ve been saying. Forget the girl and make some good money. I need to rebuild my crew anyway, and you’d be a worthy first mate.”

      “Can’t do that,” Angel said. “I finish what I start, and I won’t betray my friend. There’s little enough happiness in the desert, and I won’t be snuffing any more of it myself. Besides, how can you so willingly sell someone into slavery when we nearly became victims of it ourselves?”

      Silver didn’t respond immediately. “Do you really think you can protect her? She knows nothing, Angel. The girl seems nice enough for a noble, but the Magistrate of Brineview knows you’re taking her to a school. He’ll find her. Are you going to bodyguard her for the rest of your life?”

      “I sure won’t be the one that brings her in,” Angel said, spitting on the ground. His saliva was tinged red with blood. “I can’t keep her safe forever, but I’ll take her to the school. At least I can do that. She doesn’t deserve to get sold into slavery, fake marriage or not. Nobody does.”

      Silver shook his head. “Your bleeding heart will get you killed.”

      “At least I’ll die for something,” Angel said. “Better a bleeding heart than none at all. What have you got to show for your life, Silver? Does anyone care about you? Remember what you’ve done? You don’t even have the gold from the Magistrate right now.”

      “I have my reputation,” Silver snapped, fury rising in his voice. Angel could tell he’d struck a nerve. “If I don’t complete this job, nobody will hire me again. I’d be trading the girl’s life for my own, and I have no plans of doing that. The desert wrings the love out of men like water. You’ll understand soon enough.”

      “You’re wrong,” Angel said. “The desert is harsh, but it doesn’t take the good out of people. People do that themselves. I’ve done my fair share of walking in the shadows, Silver. I’m no saint, and I’ve got blood on my hands. But don’t you try to blame your evil on the desert. That’s you, and you alone.”

      Silver stared at Angel, his eyes burning into the Seeker’s. The two of them stood, unmoving, for nearly a minute. Finally, Silver glanced away.

      Angel shook his head. He looked out over the railing at the sand below them. The barge had stopped at some point during their fight. There was no sign of Silver’s old ship or crew.

      “Captain Silver doesn’t have to survive the crash.”

      “What?”

      “You went down with your ship,” Angel said. “Blaze of glory. Killed the bandits and died in the process. The desert is a big place, Silver. Easy for one man to vanish.”

      Silver opened his mouth. Then he closed it and cocked his head to the side, examining Angel. “And what would I do? Become a philanthropist?”

      “Well, I happen to be in need of a Hunter,” Angel said. “Interested?”

      Silver leaned against the railing and nudged his hat out of the way. For the first time since Angel had met him, the man looked surprised. “You want to hire me?”

      “Sound that surprised and you’ll give me second thoughts.”

      “Do you really think I can leave my life behind so easily?” Silver pressed, ignoring Angel’s sarcasm. “I’ve been in the business for years. Could you give up being a Seeker at the drop of a hat?”

      “No,” Angel said. “But seeking doesn’t involve selling people into slavery either. I’m not forcing you to do anything, Silver. But, one day, we’re both going to die. And when that day comes, I’m going to face it knowing I brought Old World Magic back. On your current path, you’ll face it knowing that thousands of your victims are waiting for you at the steps to the afterlife.”

      “And you think that escorting this girl will absolve me of my crimes?”

      “It’s a start.”

      The rattle of chain broke their conversation. Lilian emerged from a trapdoor. Vanessa followed out after her, looking frazzled but uninjured.

      “Time to make a decision,” Angel said, thumbing one of the canisters in his arm holster.

      Silver looked down at the approaching women. He lifted his massive hat off his head and set it down on a post in the railing.

      “I suppose you said it yourself,” Silver said. “Legends all meet their ends eventually, and what better funeral for a bandit captain than the wreckage of a sand barge?”

      “You mean…”

      “I’ll take you up on your offer,” Silver said with a sharklike smile. “It’s time to try my hand playing a round for the other team. At least that way, I’ll be able to say I tried.”

      Angel paused. He honestly hadn’t expected the captain to accept his offer. He released the canister and chuckled. A small burst of pain ran through his body as wounds reminded him of their presence.

      “I found the girl,” Lilian told them, walking up the stairwell. “Loot as well. A good amount of it. The bandits were wealthy.”

      Vanessa wore the beautiful gauntlet they’d found in the Great Catacomb, and she had several canisters. Vanessa’s eyes widened as she recognized Silver standing beside Angel. She started to raise the gauntlet.

      “Hold on,” Angel said. “Believe it or not, I think he’s on our side now.”

      “He tried to kidnap me,” Vanessa said flatly.

      “Tried being the key word,” Silver said, tipping an imaginary hat to her. It didn’t quite have the same effect when his real hat was about a foot away from him on the railing.

      “We still need protection to get across the desert,” Angel said. “I think Silver is being genuine about wanting to turn over a new leaf.”

      “For now,” Silver added. “No promises for anything long term. I’m a lot of things, but I’m no liar.”

      “Just a kidnapper,” Vanessa said.

      “Attempted kidnapper.”

      “Fine,” Vanessa said, lowering her hand slightly. “I trust Angel. I don’t trust you.”

      “Smart,” Silver said. “Just be glad your friend has a quick tongue. He’s very convincing.”

      Vanessa shook her head. “What happened to Cowl?”

      The Seeker pulled Cowl’s mask out and tossed it to Vanessa. “That’s all I’ve found of his belongings, unless you managed to spot something when you were looting the bandits.”

      “We found his sword,” Vanessa said. “It was too heavy for me to lift, though.”

      “And I can’t use a sword,” Lilian added. “It’s of no worth to me. Carrying it around is just asking for trouble.”

      “So he’s dead, then,” Silver said. “Unfortunate. He was a respectable fighter.”

      “He betrayed us,” Vanessa said, her brow tight and her eyes thin. “I thought we were friends.”

      “Nothing to do about it now,” Angel said, sitting down against the railing to try and get more comfortable as his body healed. “He got what was coming. Silver’s right about one thing, though – his death was unfortunate. I feel like he had some reason for turning against us beyond what we know, but we’ll never find out now.”

      “Enough of the past,” Silver said. “What’s our path from here, my esteemed employers?”

      “We’re headed to Molten Ridges,” Angel replied. “But I need to figure out where we currently are before figuring out what the next stop will be.”

      “We’re about two weeks’ travel away from the center of the Barren,” Lilian piped up. She’d been silent since they’d started speaking, and Angel had almost forgotten she was there.

      “How do you know?” Silver asked.

      “I’ve got an artifact implant,” Lilian said, pulling her rough shirt down to reveal a small metal coin in her collarbone. “It’s a system artifact with access to a map of the Barren. I know where I am at all times – lot of good that’s done me recently.”

      “Convenient,” Angel said. “What’s your story anyway? How did the bandits catch you?”

      “I was traveling the desert in a chopper with a few other people,” Lilian said, her tone darkening. “They shot it down with their runed ballista, killing most of my crew. They killed everyone else when they arrived, leaving me alive to sell as a slave because of my artifacts.”

      “I’m sorry,” Vanessa said, putting a comforting hand on the other woman’s shoulder.

      “I survived. I’m thankful for that.”

      “What’s your plan now, then?” Angel asked. Her story didn’t ring completely true with him, but he couldn’t find any clear falsehoods either.

      “If you don’t mind another member, I’d like to join you,” Lilian said, rubbing her arm. “The desert is more dangerous than it used to be, and that’s saying a lot because it’s always been a deathtrap. I can pull my own weight.”

      “I don’t think I’ve got any objection to that,” Angel said, shrugging. The motion made another twinge of pain shoot into his stomach. “It looked like you know your way around your fight anyway.”

      “Looked?” Lilian asked, raising an eyebrow. “You’ve got a system artifact, don’t you?”

      “I do.”

      “So why haven’t you scanned me?”

      “It’s impolite,” Angel said defensively. “And I only just got it back.”

      “Really? You didn’t strike me as the type to care about that.”

      Angel made a face. The wound on his stomach throbbed. He could see the skin and muscles pulling themselves back together. It wasn’t pretty.

      “You’re right,” Angel admitted. “I couldn’t care less. I just haven’t had a chance to look yet. I’m a bit preoccupied.”

      He flicked the eyepiece down. Comforting orange light washed over his surroundings as the artifact scanned them. Angel turned his attention to Lilian.

      
        
        Race: Human

        Name: Lilian

        Level 91

        Status: Healthy

        Information accuracy: 74%

        Strength: 82

        Intelligence: 14

        Nimbleness: 50

        Toughness: 36

        Comparative Rating: Incredible Threat

        Weak point(s): Heart, Neck, Arteries… (100/100)

        Element(s): Unknown

      

      

      “Well, this is a bit embarrassing,” Angel said. “You’re higher level than I am.”

      “Seriously?” Lilian asked, shocked. “I saw what that arm of yours does. It must not be taken into account by the system.”

      “That makes sense,” Silver said, his sword slithering from hand to hand. “It’s still an artifact, not part of his body. The System is flawed, after all. It was made so long ago that I’m surprised it doesn’t have more problems with all the things that have changed.”

      Silver’s eyes alighted on the corpse of the woman who had stolen Angel’s canisters. He strode over to it, his sword flicking into his hand, and drove the blade into her chest. The others recoiled as Silver dug around inside her body and pulled out a small, gray orb.

      “What?” Silver asked, walking back over to them. “Did you want this?”

      “Absolutely not,” Angel said, wrinkling his nose in distaste. “Why would I want that? What is it?”

      “Some Seeker you are,” Silver snorted. “It’s a core.”

      “Like a monster core?” Vanessa asked. “Humans have those?”

      “Where did you think your magical energy was stored?” Silver asked. “Great way to get some extra energy. You don’t get any for killing other humans because these little baubles keep it all locked up.”

      “Monsters have energy distributed throughout their body as well as their cores,” Angel added, seeing the question forming on Vanessa’s lips. “Humans are inherently nonmagical, so all of our energy goes to our core.”

      “I’m going to regret asking this,” Vanessa said, her eyebrows pulled tougher in disgust. “But how do you get the energy out?”

      “You eat it,” Silver said. “Obviously.”

      “Right, I regret asking,” Vanessa said, gagging. “That’s dangerously close to cannibalism.”

      “I guess you don’t want it, then. What about you, Angel?”

      “Hard pass,” Angel said.

      Silver shrugged and wiped the orb off on his shirt before tossing it into his mouth. He swallowed, shuddering as energy twinkled around him before fading away. “Ah, that’s the good stuff. She had a good bit of energy.”

      Angel’s mouth curled in distaste, but he said nothing. After how close the fight had been, he couldn’t claim that he wasn’t tempted by the thought.
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      The wound in Angel’s foot was nearly healed enough to walk, and the one in his stomach was healing as well. He wasn’t quite desperate enough for power to resort to cannibalism. That sort of thing didn’t come without its own costs, and he preferred to keep his stupid decisions down to one per week.

      With a grunt, Angel pulled himself to his feet with the railing. Vanessa helped him, her brow creased in worry.

      “Are you going to be okay?”

      “I’ll live,” Angel said. “My magical energy is already taking care of most of it. More importantly, did you get the bandits’ loot?”

      She nodded, unclipping a heavy bag from her waist and offering it to him. He peered inside and was nearly blinded when the sun reflected off the Vei inside. Besides the Vei, there were several disks and a tiny orb that were likely artifacts of some sort. He closed the bag and handed it back to Vanessa.

      “Hey, you’ve got my coin in there,” Silver said. “Give it here – if I’m betraying the Magistrate, you better believe I’m still getting paid for it.”

      Vanessa shot a glance at Angel, but he just shrugged. He didn’t care for the money, and she was so rich, it didn’t matter. Paying Silver off would be the best use of the coin. Silver plucked the bag from her hands. He removed several

      handfuls of Vei and tossed the much lighter bag back to Vanessa.

      “Not taking any for yourself, Seeker?”

      “I’ll take a few coins, but Vanessa should hang on to the rest for now,” Angel said. Vanessa handed him a handful of Vei. “If we need to fight, I don’t want to be carrying it around. Anyway, we’ve gotten completely off topic. Lilian, you said you knew where we were.”

      The girl gave a meek nod.

      “Could you elaborate on that?”

      “We’re about five days’ travel to the east of the center of the Barren,” Lilian said. “Molten Ridge is twenty days to the north if we don’t stop at any cities, and the nearest city is Starfall. It’s four days to the northeast, and will probably add about one day to our journey if we stop there.”

      “That’s quite an artifact,” Angel said, scratching his chin as he processed her words. “Right. Silver, how many bandits did that Brineview bastard hire to come after Vanessa?”

      “Just me,” Silver said. “I have a perfect record. There was no reason to invest in more. Magistrates are filthy rich, but they aren’t made out of money. Not many people can afford to hire multiple bounty hunters of my renown.”

      “Just how much do you charge?” Vanessa asked, still watching Silver as if he was a snake hidden in the grass.

      “You know that chopper I had? The one these bandits so rudely blew up? That was a good portion of my fee. The coin was just a little bonus.”

      Angel’s eyes bulged. “That must have been thousands of Vei! Don’t you have your own? Why get one from him?”

      “Of course I’ve got my own.” Silver scoffed. “But I didn’t want to waste that on a job like this. I might have scratched it. And, judging by what happened to the poor thing, I’m glad I didn’t bring mine.”

      “You sound more torn up about the chopper than the loss of your crew,” Vanessa observed.

      “They were hired guns,” Silver said with a shrug. “People die. They were good soldiers and they followed my orders, which is more than I can say for most crews I’ve had. But nobody will mourn their loss. They were murderers, thieves, and criminals. We all knew that our grave would be in the sand – even them.”

      “How can you live like that?” Vanessa asked. “Don’t you care about human life at all?”

      “Of course I do,” Silver said, stretching his arms out and yawning. “My own. You’ll be the same, soon enough. The Barren will eat up any humanity you’ve got and turn you into one of us.”

      He put a hand on Angel’s shoulder and shook him playfully. “Don’t tell me you think your good Seeker is that much better than I am? He may be no slaver, but look into these cold, dead eyes of his and tell me he’d save a starving orphan instead of pilfering some new artifact.”

      Vanessa glanced from Silver to Angel, her frown flickering. Angel sighed and brushed Silver’s hand off. “Don’t push her, Silver. Not everyone that walks the desert dies with a cold heart.”

      “So if you had the choice between saving a little kid and getting a new artifact…”

      “Not answering that one,” Angel said, gingerly touching the closing wound on his stomach. It looked like it was going to leave a scar. “Enough chitchat. How are our rations looking, and what food did the bandits have?”

      “Mostly jerky, cheese, and hardtack,” Lilian said. “Some hot sauce as well. Nothing too nice, but better than rations. There’s more food than we could possibly carry, so I don’t think we’ll have any trouble there.”

      “We’ll each take ten days’ worth of food,” Angel decided. “Make sure you’re able to move quickly with whatever you’re carrying. Not everything in the center of the Barren can be killed, so we’re better off running than fighting most of the time. Lilian, do you have any form of fast travel artifact?”

      “The pirates had a few old sets of skates,” she replied. “I’ve used them before.”

      “Why can’t we take the barge?” Vanessa asked.

      “It’s too big,” Angel replied. “There’s no way we could pilot this thing. It takes a full crew, and we’ve got four people.”

      “Oh,” Vanessa said, her face falling. “That makes sense.”

      “Go take whatever you’d like so long as you can carry it easily. Let’s plan to leave within the hour,” Angel said.

      His companions dispersed. Angel gingerly stepped away from the rail, testing his weight on his wounded foot. It was sore, but it held his weight. He made his way down the stairs to the bandit captain’s corpse and, with a heave, flipped it over.

      With a whir, his arm shifted to its blade form. He ran it across the captain’s chest. Mixed in with the blood and flesh were fragments of what might have once been an artifact. Angel’s arm returned to normal and he pulled a piece out, examining it.

      Lines of Old World Magic ran across the metal. Whatever it had been, it was well and thoroughly destroyed. The Star Fragment had drained the man dry. He punched into the bandit captain’s chest, pushing through bone and organs, and felt around until his finger clinked against something.

      In a spray of gore, Angel pulled a shimmering white orb out of the corpse. He flicked the blood off his hand, wiping what remained on the captain’s ruined robes, and put the orb into his travel pack. The wound in his stomach had almost stopped hurting, though the ache reminded him of his mortality. He took one last look at the captain before weaving through the sea of bodies on the deck and over to the railing.

      During the fight, the bandits had abandoned their posts. The huge sand ship had stalled in the middle of nowhere, and his former Master’s warnings were forefront in his mind.

      “When traveling through the center of the desert, move at a brisk pace and avoid drawing attention to yourself at all costs,” Angel muttered under his breath. “Oops.”

      The dunes below the ship seemed innocent enough, but the memories of his first trip through the center of the Barren taught him safety was a deadly illusion.

      That being said, rushing to get away from the ship wouldn’t do them any better than sitting on it. Moving on was key – but it had to be done in a calculated manner, not in headlong retreat.

      In order to do that, he needed a few things. Angel descended into the ship, gathering supplies for himself. He peered into the treasure room and was delighted to see that his board had survived the bandits. He slung it over his shoulder, then paused as he spotted Cowl’s blade resting against the wall. The disk that made it expand sat on the ground beside it. His wings were nowhere in sight. The rest of the room had been stripped of anything worthwhile.

      He thought about it briefly then pocketed the disk. Deciding in for a Vex in for a Vei, he strapped the blade to his left hip and went up.

      The others seemed to understand the unspoken sense of urgency, although it might have been the horrible stink rising from the offal surrounding them. Long before the hour was up, everyone had gathered on the top deck once again.

      “Are we all ready?” Angel asked.

      “More than ready,” Vanessa said, glancing at Cowl’s sword but saying nothing. “I’m going to get sick if we stay here much longer.”

      “I don’t know,” Silver said, smirking. “I do love the smell of copper in the sun.”

      “I’m ready to leave as well,” Lilian said. She’d refused to take off the chain on her left arm, apparently uninterested in all of the bandits’ weapons.

      “Then let’s get moving,” Angel said. “We’ve got a lot of ground to cover.”

      The group descended the side of the barge via a rusted ladder. As soon as they were on the hot sand, they hopped onto their various artifacts and sped off with Lilian at the lead. Even Angel’s understanding of the desert paled in comparison to an artifact with a permanent map.

      He mentally catalogued any landmark they passed. Landmarks were few and far between – an outcropping of rock shaped like a claw, a sloping valley easy to miss with an untrained eye.

      As far as he could tell, Lilian had been honest about their location and direction. That was a relief. Cowl’s mask felt heavy at his waist, and he wasn’t eager to add another memento to that collection. Even still, Angel watched Lilian carefully. She hadn't done anything to draw his suspicion, but he still didn't know if she had plans beyond just traveling with them. 

      Around midday, Angel caught a flicker of movement to their left. Light reflected off scales the size of dinner plates about the length of a barge away from them. He grabbed Lilian by the shoulder, raising a finger to his lips as all four of them slowed to a stop.

      “Nobody move,” Angel breathed.

      They stood like that for nearly ten minutes. Vanessa’s eyes darted nervously, but nobody so much as twitched. Finally, Angel gave them a terse nod. “Right. Let’s go.”

      After they’d put a minute at full speed between themselves and the scales, Vanessa skated over beside him.

      “What was that?” Vanessa asked. “I saw something big, but that’s it.”

      “Sand Wyrm,” Angel replied. “Temperamental cousins to dragons.”

      “I don’t recall reading that they were sensitive to movement.”

      “They aren’t,” Angel said. “It knew we were there.”

      “Then why did we stop?”

      “To make it pity us,” Angel said. “Sand Wyrms are somewhat intelligent. They like worthy prey. By freezing up, we made it think we were too stupid to fight back.”

      “But we’ve got artifacts,” Vanessa said. “Can’t most monsters detect them? Surely it should have realized we were faking it.”

      “I said somewhat intelligent. There’s a big difference between wanting to find a ‘worthy opponent’ and actually being able to recognize one when it’s in front of you.”

      “It’s not like we couldn’t have handled it,” Silver put in. “The beast was relatively young. No more than twenty feet if I’m not mistaken.”

      Angel leaned back, slowing down at to reduce the wind howling in his ears. “You’re right. We could have handled the Sand Wyrm. But, it wouldn’t have been a fast fight. We’d have drawn something bigger and scarier over, either during or after the fight from the smell of blood. And then we would have died trying to fight that.”

      “Ah,” Silver said, clearing his throat. “I don’t have to worry much about monsters with my chopper. Much faster than they are.”

      “Well, unless you see a chopper anywhere…”

      Silver chuckled. “Don’t get snippy with me, Seeker. I’m not challenging your leadership. You get to be the captain for now – I’m not foolish enough to think I know this area better than you do.”

      Angel caught himself before he could reply. He was being snippy. After a moment of introspection, it wasn’t hard to figure out why. Cowl. The traitorous bastard had died before Angel had a chance to really confront him or figure out why he’d betrayed them – or if they were ever friends in the first place.

      They ran into another Sand Wyrm a few hours later but had no more trouble with it than they did with the first. When the sun finally started to set back beneath the horizon, they slowed down near a large outcropping of jagged rocks.

      “This place should be somewhat safe, all things considered,” Angel said, hopping off his board and slinging it over his back. “We’ll stay here for the night, then make for Starfall again in the morning.”

      He took his blanket out of his travel pack and spread it on the ground. It had gotten singed when he’d fireballed the woman bandit who’d stolen his canisters, but it was still serviceable.

      Angel sat down and set his arm in his lap. Everything still seemed to be in order, and the glowing tubes were still merrily giving their location away to anything within a mile. He resisted the urge to check on the relic inside it.

      He had no idea what the relic was actually meant to do. If he accidentally triggered it, the consequences could be… unideal. And he’d seen exactly what happened when people figured out he had a relic.

      Silver hadn’t brought the matter up, but Lilian was new to the party. There would be no sharing secrets with her – at least, none of this magnitude. Instead, Angel flipped his eyepiece down and examined himself.

      
        
        Name: Angel

        Level: 33 [12%]

        Status: Healthy

        Information accuracy: 100%

        Strength: 12

        Intelligence: 25 [+2]

        Nimbleness: 22 [+2]

        Toughness: 5

        Comparative Rating [Adjusted]: Threat

        Weak point(s): Heart, Neck, Arteries… (100/100)

        Element(s): Steel, Star Fragment

        Magicore: None (54% Attunement)

        Features: [1/3]

      

      

      As soon as Angel’s eye flicked down at the new line of text at the bottom of the small glass disk, the window faded as a new one took its place.

      
        
        Features

        Liquid Metal [Repair]: Primary function – host modification and repair. Enables shifting of hardware and improves defensive capabilities of vessel.

      

      

      He moved the eyepiece out of the way and examined his arm with newfound curiosity. With everything that had happened, he’d forgotten that he’d managed to unlock one of the Star Fragment’s modifications.

      If the description in the window was correct, he had just gotten a great gift indeed. Being able to modify the structure of his arm without rebuilding it entirely… Angel blinked, realizing he was salivating.

      Luckily, no one noticed. He gathered himself and turned his arm over. It had been a long time since he’d designed it, and there were a number of improvements that would upgrade its functionality. They hadn’t been realistic due to the amount of resources he would have needed to completely rebuild the arm, but if it could shift parts around on its own, that was an entirely different story.

      All that remained was to figure out how to actually use the Liquid Metal feature. He lowered his eyepiece again and tried tapping on it, but that did nothing but make him look deranged.

      He whispered the name of the feature out loud, but that didn’t do anything either. Angel scratched the back of his head, focusing on his arm with all his attention and sending a mental command. The glow in the storage tubes dimmed slightly and his arm let out a faint hum. Purple light lit up between the gaps in the plating

      “Angel?” Vanessa asked. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. Just messing with my arm,” he replied, not looking up from his work. He had an idea. The loading mechanism for his canisters was incredibly antiquated; the fight against the bandit woman had proven that. It took him too long to load canisters.

      He pulled out a dozen empty canisters out of his travel pack, then used his scribe to cut them open. He welded the parts together, bending them when necessary.

      When he was done, he’d created something similar to the cylinder of an old revolver. The weapon had fallen out of favor with the introduction of gauntlets, but it had been easy for Angel to get his hands on one several years ago.

      The weapon itself was of little interest to him, but the firing mechanism was exactly what he needed. He removed the canisters clipped to his arm and set them aside.

      Angel tried imagining what he wanted the arm to do. The plates on his arm melted and peeled back. The newly-exposed tubes and wiring snaked into a different position, followed by the internal gears rolling aside, creating a space below the shoulder on his upper arm.

      He carefully placed the cylinder in the arm. A thin shaft stretched out, locking it into place. The gears moved back into position. Angel examined it, then picked up an empty canister and crushed it in his hand. He used his scribe to shape it into a hammer.

      Angel’s arm molded a space to accommodate the new part. Metal flowed up and around the cylinder, reinforcing it. The purple light dimmed and the plates slid back into place, making him whole once more. He flexed his fingers. The arm still worked.

      With a childish grin, Angel put a canister into the slot in his arm. The cylinder he’d installed turned, revealing another empty chamber. He continued until all five chambers were full.

      He looked up to find everyone watching him.

      “What?”

      “Buried Gods, man,” Silver said, shaking his head. “What is your arm? Is that really an artifact? Or is that –”

      “No,” Angel said, cutting Silver off before he could finish the sentence. “Artifacts are remnants of the Great War. I made my arm myself.”

      Silver started to laugh, but he stopped when he realized that Angel wasn’t joking. “Truly?”

      “Why would I lie?” Angel asked, shrugging. “I’m going to bring Old World Magic back. It only makes sense that I’ve managed to figure out a little bit of it. If I hadn’t, all my work would have been for nothing.”

      “Lots of people want it back,” Silver said, sitting down on a tan bedroll. “Not many people can actually recreate it. Did you make it from scratch?”

      “Mostly. I took a bit here and there, but it’s my own design. Entirely unique.”

      “Fascinating. You got any more cool toys?”

      “Not for free,” Angel said with a small grin. “Your turn to give something up. You carved through those bandits like nothing. How did they even manage to capture you in the first place?”

      “The ballista.” Silver crossed his arms and lay back with a sigh. His voice had a slight tremble to it from the cold. “It was an artifact of some sort. You saw what happened to Cowl – bugger didn’t even get a chance to blink. I’m fast, but I’m not fast enough to dodge that. I figured my best chance of getting away would be once it wasn’t pointed at me, so I surrendered and they knocked me out.”

      “That’s close to how they got me as well,” Lilian said, unrolling an old sleeping roll that looked like it had belonged to one of the bandits before her. Angel was surprised that she wasn’t shivering in the thin tarp bag she wore as a dress. “I broke it before we left the ship. Nobody will be using it again.”

      “Thank you,” Silver said. “I’ve always been a fan of pointless yet thoughtful gestures.”

      Lilian snorted and bundled down as the wind started to pick up. Angel wrapped himself up in his blanket as well, partially to hide the glow of his arm from any predators that might be lurking.

      He was pleasantly surprised to find that his arm gave off a small amount of heat. Not enough to keep him comfortable in the frigid desert night, but it was still a pleasant addition.

      “What about you, girl?” Silver asked, rolling over like a sentient sausage to look at Vanessa. “We’re all getting chummy and sharing secrets. Anything interesting to add to the pot?”

      “I don’t know if Lilian’s shared any secrets, and you just said how you got caught,” Vanessa said.

      “Semantics. You’ve got to have something interesting that you’ve been waiting to share with the world. This is your chance. Brag, unless you’re completely boring.”

      “You’re just trying to bait me into saying something,” Vanessa said.

      “Is it working?”

      “A little,” Vanessa admitted, the distaste in her voice giving way to mirth. “I don’t really have anything very interesting – not that I’d tell you anyway. If I had to choose something, then I’ve probably read more books here than anyone.”

      “Is that so?” Silver asked. “How many?”

      “Maybe five or six thousand. I’ve lost count.”

      Angel choked, and he heard Silver react in a similar manner.

      “Six thousand books? What, did you live in the biggest library in the desert?” Silver demanded.

      “Pretty much,” Vanessa said. “My mom was convinced people like you would try to attack or kidnap me if I went anywhere, so I spent most of my time reading. There wasn’t much else to do and I suppose she wasn’t entirely wrong.”

      “I guess I had that one coming,” Silver said, but he didn’t sound particularly put out. “Still, if you remember even half of what you learned, you’ve got to be a walking encyclo-something. Say, what’s extravagant mean?”

      “I’m not answering that, but a mirror would probably give you an apt response.”

      Silver huffed. “Spoilsport. Did you at least learn anything useful? Locations of buried Vei or something?”

      “Maybe I did,” Vanessa replied. “You’ll never know.”

      The former captain let out a peeved grunt. He rolled over, turning away from Vanessa. Angel caught a grin on the man’s face in the dim light. Their conversation lapsed and they started to fall asleep.

      Angel took first watch. When he woke Lilian to take his place, he wrapped himself in his blanket, exhausted. He was asleep within minutes.

      The night passed without trouble. After a brief breakfast of jerky and water, they set off again. Landmarks grew more frequent as they got closer to Starfall.

      Massive bones jutted out from the orange sand, scraping the clouds in the sky. Many of them had been bleached white from years of exposure to the sun, but Angel spotted a huge corpse the size of a small city rotting in the distance far to their west.

      He didn’t recognize whatever the monster might have been, and he had no desire to. There were many beasts in the center of the Barren that remained hidden from the records of human history, due either to elusiveness or their tendency to crush anyone that saw them.

      Angel was more concerned with avoiding whatever had killed the monster than inspecting its body. Even the promise of a potentially massive beast core did nothing to draw him. He wasn’t that suicidal.

      “Was that thing in one of your books?” Silver asked.

      “No,” Vanessa said, her voice shaky. “I don’t think so. I’ve never heard of anything so big. The only thing I can think of are the Buried Gods, but I can’t imagine one would just be… lying around.”

      “It didn’t look very buried to me,” Silver said.

      “That’s because it wasn’t one,” Lilian said. “Buried Gods are just as much metal as flesh, and that thing looked like it was all flesh to me.”

      Luckily, they found no trace of whatever had killed the hulking carcass. The only trouble they ran into was a large crablike creature. It was the size of a small vehicle and burst out of the sand at them near midday.

      The monster snapped at Lilian, who nimbly dove to avoid it. It wasn’t particularly fast and they all zipped by and left it in the sand. That night, they set up camp in the shadow of a large rock.

      The next few days were much the same, and they managed to avoid any monsters that showed themselves by outrunning them with their artifacts. On the fourth day, Angel saw a city on the horizon.

      “That’s Starfall,” Lilian said from beside him.

      “I’d gathered,” Angel said, squinting at it. “I’m looking forward to sleeping in a real bed again.”

      “We’re actually going to stop there for the night?” Vanessa asked, surprised.

      “So long as nothing seems too dangerous,” Angel said. “We’ve been traveling nonstop for too long. We need to be at our best when we cross the center of the Barren, and that means relaxing occasionally. The cities are the only place you can really do that.”

      “Besides, it’s not like you’ve got a bandit crew chasing you,” Silver said, chuckling. “If you knew how to fight, being chased wouldn’t be a problem in the first place.”

      “I’ve got a gauntlet,” Vanessa said.

      “Your magical energy is pitiful,” Silver replied. “And just because you’ve got a gauntlet doesn’t mean you can use it effectively. Any fool can point at someone and shoot some magic. The real skill is knowing how to avoid getting hit before you get the chance to attack.”

      “Are you offering to teach me?”

      Silver snorted. “You couldn’t handle my teaching style. Get your Seeker to do it.”

      “I’m not anyone’s Seeker,” Angel said.

      “What makes you so sure I couldn’t handle it?” Vanessa asked, ignoring Angel completely.

      “You’ve just got that air about you,” Silver replied lazily. “Rich and entitled. A few Magistrates tried to get me to train their kids, and it always ended the same way. Crying children and angry parents.”

      “I can handle whatever you throw at me,” Vanessa snapped.

      Angel and Lilian exchanged a glance. The bickering continued all the way to Starfall. He mentally tuned them out. It was understandable there was tension between Vanessa and Silver, but that didn’t mean he wanted to hear them argue.
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      They reached the walls of Starfall about half an hour later. Angel’s skin prickled as they grew closer. Silver and Vanessa’s argument trailed off as the large sandstone city rose before them.

      Sandstone walls towered over the desert, casting shadows on the sand. The city was a thing of surprising beauty in the barren wastes. Building rooftops with patterns that resembled flowing waves rose up over the walls.

      Even the gate was art. Mosaic competed with intricate metalwork, not only on the gate, but in the tunnel behind it leading into the city. Statues of kings and queens guarded the entrance solemnly, watching them with soulless eyes.

      “That’s seriously creepy,” Vanessa said as they stopped and hopped off their artifacts. “I feel like the statues are watching me.”

      “They might be,” Angel said, lowering his eyepiece and examining them. He wasn’t surprised to see the artifact light them up. “They’ve got magic of some sort. I don’t know if they’re artifacts or recently made, but they do something.”

      “Forget the statues,” Silver said, drawing his sword. “Where are the guards?”

      They all looked up at the top of the walls. They were empty. Angel frowned and goosebumps prickled his skin. “Maybe they don’t bother with them because of the statues?”

      “Sure,” Silver said with a scoff. “Maybe the statues just scare away all the bandits. I can’t imagine a good reason why there wouldn’t be any guards out.”

      “I guess we might as well step inside the city and take a look around,” Angel suggested. “Maybe they're having a party. It's either that or go back into the desert without fresh supplies."

      Vanessa glanced over her shoulder at the rolling sands. “I think I vote for the city.”

      “Then to the city we’ll go,” Silver said, keeping his blade up. “Who knows, maybe the Magistrate’s left a few goodies lying around.”

      Angel’s eyes lit up and he reconsidered his words. “Now that would be nice. That’ll be low priority, though,” he added. “We’ll start by finding supplies. Just as a cursory check, does anyone know of any monsters that can decimate a city without leaving any trace of their passing?”

      “None,” Silver said. “Not even a Hunter or Magistrate armed with relics could do something like that. Unless it took place entirely within the walls, any event of this scale would leave signs.”

      “Maybe we stop talking and actually look, then,” Lilian said, walking past them and starting down the tunnel. The others followed, passing through the rows of silent statues and into Starfall.

      The tunnel opened onto the city’s main street. The road was wide enough for four wagons to travel in either direction. The buildings fronting it were made of the same sandstone as the walls.

      Despite the drab color scheme, the beautiful carvings on every surface made it feel like blasphemy even to step on the cobblestones under their feet. Angel avoided walking on a portrait of a regal man etched into the rock in the street. Silver had no such qualms.

      Inside was just as deserted as the outside. The only thing in the streets aside from them was the cold whistle of a sharp breeze.

      Lilian tried the door of a shop. The stone swung inward and she peered inside. “Nothing – the place is deserted.”

      “In times of great danger, citizens may retreat to emergency bunkers,” Vanessa recited, quoting a passage from a book as concentrated wrinkles formed on her forehead. “They might have evacuated to one.”

      “Well, that’s reassuring,” Silver said. “Should we leave? After visiting the Magistrate's office, of course.”

      “We still need supplies,” Angel said. “We’re twenty-one days from Molten Ridge, and I’ve never heard of an entire city evacuating – do you know anything else about it?”

      Vanessa shrugged helplessly. “It was in an old law book my mom had in her personal quarters, dating back to just after the Great War. I don’t think it’s happened very many times. I have no clue what could have possibly made an entire city vanish.”

      “Plague?” Silver asked.

      “Unlikely,” Angel said. “When’s the last time there was a disease that affected anyone with a few levels of magical energy? Small scale stuff and poisoning, sure. But a plague bad enough to terrify or kill a whole city? Doubtful.”

      “There aren’t any bodies, and you’re assuming the whole city is gone,” Lilian said. “Maybe there’s a party and they're all over there.”

      They all raised an eyebrow in her direction and Lilian shrugged.

      “Now what?” Vanessa asked, resting a hand on her gauntlet. “This is unsettling.”

      “We loot the place and make a run for it?” Silver suggested. “There might be a chopper somewhere. I reckon I know enough to commandeer it.”

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Angel said, pulling a door open and glancing inside a building. “But if people left vehicles behind, then I really want to know what happened here. There’s no way someone would just forget a vehicle, especially if there was some threat to the city. Most monsters can’t keep up with something that flies.”

      “Let’s not think about that,” Silver finished with a grim frown. “There’s no monster alive that could leave an entire city abandoned without any signs of a fight.”

      Lilian looked around the skyline, squinting, but just shook her head and shrugged when Angel sent her a questioning glance.

      “I don’t think we’re going to figure it out standing in the street,” Angel said. “And I’m creeped out. Find a tavern – they should have food. We’ll restock and figure things out after that.”

      It didn’t take them too long to find a tavern. All one had to do was look for the tallest and most extravagant structure in a touristy area and it was bound to be an inn of some sort.

      As it turned out, the first tavern they came across went by the name of “The Chatty Sand Wyrm.” Angel couldn’t help but find the name ironic.

      The inside of the tavern was homey. Lanterns on the walls illuminated a dozen stone tables and chairs, and a staircase in the back that presumably led up to the rooms. On the far left, there was a counter. Plates of food rested on more than one of the tables. Angel picked one up to get a better look.

      “It’s cold, but the food is fresh,” Angel said. “No more than a day, then. Maybe two at the absolute most.”

      “I’m getting more creeped out by the second,” Vanessa muttered.

      “I can’t help but agree,” Angel said. They’d all been speaking in hushed tones for no apparent reason, but it felt right. He lowered his eyepiece and looked around, but nothing showed more magic than it should have. “But I don’t see anything that actually makes me think danger. It just looks like everyone vanished.”

      “And that doesn’t scream danger to you?” Vanessa asked. Silver hopped over the counter, pushing the door behind it open and peering in.

      “I have no idea what it’s making me think,” Angel said. “Whatever it is, it’s not good.”

      “I found food,” Silver said, walking inside the door. He emerged a short while later with a large leather bag in his hand. “Lots of jerky. I hope you guys like meat.”

      “Nothing fresher?” Angel asked.

      “There is, but I don’t feel like taking it for some reason,” Silver said, frowning. “Let’s go find the Magistrate’s office.”

      “We should look for a chopper,” Lilian said. “If there’s really some sort of monster in the area, I doubt we’ll have any chance fighting it on foot. The less time we spend here, the better.”

      “I’m going to agree with Lilian,” Angel said. “Choppers should be near one of the tallest buildings in the city. I don’t think it’ll take us long to find one, if there’s still one here.”

      Silver crossed his arms. “What happened to your desire for treasure? It’s not often that one gets the chance to pay a Magistrate’s office a visit.”

      They all just looked at him. The former bandit gave in. He distributed the jerky from the bag and they left the empty tavern at a pace that was almost a jog. Starfall’s flowing rooftops and walls made it difficult to tell one building from another, but a large flat-topped dome near the center of the city seemed like a good place to start.

      They made their way through the wide, empty streets. There was no indication of life anywhere. Carts were abandoned on the road and many storefronts still had lanterns burning, their glow little more than fading ember.

      Their pace increased, turning down side streets and dipping through alleys toward the large building. By the time they finally reached it, every fiber of Angel’s body was begging him to run.

      Two open doors at the front of the building provided access to a large, flowing staircase up to its roof. There were a dozen doors, each with a different ornate design.

      “They didn’t spare any expense on the decor,” Lilian said.

      “It would be more beautiful if it wasn’t so unsettling,” Vanessa said. “Did anyone see a chopper on the roof?”

      “It would be stored just below it,” Silver said. “There should be doors in the roof that open to allow choppers to fly out. If they were left outside, they’d be damaged by sandstorms.”

      The stairs terminated at a hangar. A dozen skyships of steel and copper glimmered in the sun shining through a number of skylights. There were more than a few choppers, ranging from a flying heap of junk to beautifully crafted works of art.

      “The hangar is full,” Silver muttered. “Why is it full?”

      “Don’t knock good luck,” Angel said, peering inside the nearest chopper. The plain metal seats didn’t seem like the most comfortable ride, but it looked structurally sound. “Can you fly any of these?”

      “Most of them, probably,” Silver replied. “Not that one, though. It’s a junker – I recognize the make.”

      Angel followed Silver over to a shoddy-looking chopper. Its metal parts were mismatched and it had discolored patches that might have been done midflight.

      “This one is reliable,” Silver proclaimed. “I had one just like it before I crashed it a few years back. Don’t worry about the damage. The patches show that this girl knows how to take a hit and live through it.”

      “If you say so,” Angel said, peering inside the cab. It was considerably more scuffed and used than the other choppers. “Get us out of here, then.”

      He climbed into the co-pilot’s seat and the others piled in after him. Silver took the pilot’s seat and studied the controls. There were easily several dozen switches and levers and a screen in the dashboard.

      Silver pressed several buttons and pulled a lever to the side. The screen hummed to life, status messages and information panels flickering to life on it. A frown crossed Silver’s face.

      “That’s strange. The location system is all wrong.”

      “What do you mean?” Lilian asked, peering over his shoulder at the dashboard.

      “It thinks we’re smack dab in the middle of the Barren,” Silver said, tapping a small map. He moved his finger. “But we aren’t – we should be off to the right. Starfall is over here.”

      “That’s easily a five- or six-day travel,” Lilian said. “And we’re definitely in Starfall. Does this location system matter much?”

      “Well, not for flight,” Silver admitted. “But I’ve never seen one get messed up either. They function similar to System artifacts – all calibrated so that their information is identical.”

      “So how would this get messed up?” Vanessa asked.

      “I can’t think of any monsters that could do it. A relic, probably.” Silver drummed a finger on his chin. “A strong one. Some relics have energy fields that extend for several miles and can mess with artifacts or other magic.”

      “Could a relic also be the reason why everyone vanished?” Lilian asked.

      “I can’t think of any relic that could do anything like that,” Angel said. “They’re powerful, but not enough to make an entire city’s population just… vanish. Vanessa’s theory about everyone going into hiding seems like the most likely, but if that’s the case, what’s the relic doing? You’d think they would have tried to send a message for help. Say, Silver, do choppers have any way to receive telegraph messages?”

      “They do,” Silver said. “Some models, at least. I see what you’re getting at, Seeker. I’ll check.”

      His fingers danced and screens flickered as he pulled up new ones. His brow furrowed and he rocked back in his chair.

      “Buried Gods. The girl was right.”

      “What is it?” Vanessa asked, trying to see the screen from her spot in the back seat.

      “There was an order for everyone to drop what they were doing and report immediately to something called Bunker A outside of the city. This says that an unknown entity the size of a mountain appeared near the city and seemed to be scanning it. Soldiers were even dispatched to help everyone get to the bunker quickly and safely,” Silver said. “This was sent two days ago, and there hasn’t been any follow-up. Maybe this entity is also emitting whatever scrambling field messed with the chopper?”

      “That still doesn’t make sense,” Angel said. “If there was a monster that big, why would it appear and then vanish?”

      “Hold on,” Vanessa said. “The bunker was outside the city?”

      “That’s what this says,” Silver confirmed.

      “That can’t be right. Bunkers should be inside the city, and probably below the Magistrate’s dwellings,” Vanessa said. “Having them outside completely defeats the purpose.”

      They all stared at the screen wordlessly. Angel’s skin prickled as a sudden thought sprang unbidden to his mind.

      “It was bait,” Angel realized. “There’s no bunker. I don’t think the city sent that message at all. Someone, or something, wanted everybody to leave the city.”

      “Buried Gods,” Silver swore, his eyes widening. “Why didn’t the Magistrate do anything about it?”

      “Do we really want to find out?” Angel asked. “Anything that can deal with a Magistrate could probably deal with us easily. Silver, get this thing in the air.”

      Silver nodded, his hands flying across the dashboard again. The metal rotors at the top of the chopper thumped, picking up speed quickly. However, the chopper wouldn’t leave the ground. Silver pressed buttons, his face tightening. “I don’t understand. It won’t take off. Someone check if we’re strapped down.”

      Angel leaned out and looked down at the landing skids. Thick gray bands of metal wrapped the rails, holding them securely.

      “Ah, I think I found our problem,” Angel said. “And I also might have a guess as to why none of the choppers left the city.”

      The ground rumbled, shaking the giant dome around them. Silver pressed several buttons, then pounded his hand on the dashboard and cursed. “It’s completely scrambled. This was a trap, and we fell for it. I can fix it, but it’ll take some time.”

      The chopper blades slowed to a stop. Angel crushed his panic before it could start. Fear was important to keeping him alive, but terror would kill them all.

      A hum echoed through the building, vibrating at a pitch that made Angel’s bones shiver. He gritted his teeth, suddenly struck by the feeling that they were being watched.

      “We have to move,” Angel said. “Whatever that thing is, we need to figure out a plan. We can come back later, but I don’t want us to get caught with our pants down.” All four climbed out of the chopper much faster than they went in. “If we get separated – Lilian, what’s the closest city? Is it Eden?”

      “It is,” she replied as the four of them hurriedly climbed out of the chopper and hopped to the ground. “Two days east.”

      “You heard her,” Angel said. “But avoid it if possible. No talking from here on out. I don’t know how that thing hunts, but maybe we’ll get lucky and it won’t bother coming after a few stragglers.”

      The ground rumbled again. They darted out of the hangar and down the stairs. Vanessa stumbled, but Silver grabbed the back of the shirt before she could fall.

      Angel reached the door and peeked outside. The city was dark. He blinked, confusion crossing his features. He looked up and his eyes nearly bugged out of his head. Above them, as tall and wide as a mountain, a mighty beast blocked out the sky.

      Huge metal joints and plates connected to rotted flesh forming a four-legged being. Calling it a monster would have been a disservice. Its great head was the size of the city. It vaguely resembled a camel with two craters marking its eyes. As they watched, a low keening groan emitted from its mouth. The sound was like a shockwave, tearing through the city and forcing them to clap their hands over their ears until it was over.

      “Buried Gods,” Angel breathed, breaking his own rule of silence.

      “Literally,” Lilian agreed, staring up with wide-eyed horror.
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      “Well, it was nice knowing you all,” Silver said.

      The Buried God was impassive, either unaware or not interested in the conversation of the minuscule specks below it. Vanessa tugged urgently on Angel’s sleeve to get his attention.

      “It’s not awake,” Vanessa hissed.

      “What?”

      “The Buried God. Their eyes are supposed to shine with internal energy, but this one just has holes. I’m not sure how it’s moving, but I don’t think it knows we’re here.”

      “Then how did it get here?” Angel whispered back.

      “I don’t know. I just know that it’s not running on its own. Use your artifact and see for yourself.”

      Angel lowered his eyepiece and blinked. Vanessa was right. Something as big as a Buried God should have been pouring off magical energy.

      Instead, it was barely a flicker. Thin lines of magic traced the hulking machinery and sagging flesh, barely bright enough for him to make them out. If it hadn’t been enormous, Angel would have thought that it was a light breeze away from falling over.

      “She’s right,” Angel said, shaking his head. “I don’t understand how, but the thing is running on fumes. It’s a miracle it’s still standing. Come on – we need to relocate and figure out a new plan.”

      He darted into the street and slipped down an alleyway, positioning himself so that the walls of the buildings hid him from the towering giant above them. He wasn’t sure if the Buried God even had the energy to see, but he wasn’t about to take any chances.

      The others followed after him in a considerably less stealthy manner, but it was better than nothing. They weaved through the thin back alley streets and ducked underneath tarp coverings on their way to the other side of the city.

      No matter how far they got, it always seemed as if the Buried God’s head was still directly above them. Angel couldn’t even conceive how something so large could have even been made, much less move.

      He finally pushed the door open to a small bakery and slipped inside, moving out of the way so that the others could follow. They all ducked down behind the counter to catch their breath.

      “You said we need a new plan?” Lilian whispered. “What can we even do against something like that?”

      “We can think,” Angel replied. “Vanessa was right, the damn thing is an inch from the grave. I just got caught off guard. We aren’t dead yet, so stop thinking like we are. There are two options. First, we figure out what’s giving the big bugger energy and cut off the source. Second, we bank that it’s too fried to actually find us and hightail it out of here on our artifacts.”

      “If it notices us and has enough power for even one move, we’ll be dead,” Silver said. “One of its feet is as big as – oh, I don’t know. Big! We can’t dodge that. Also, and possibly equally as important, the Buried God seems to have some way to hide itself. How did we miss it coming in?”

      “What if it was under the sand?” Vanessa offered. “Not the most novel hiding spot, but if it had some way to, well, bury itself, it wouldn’t be unreasonable. Even if it looked a bit strange from far away, we were too close to notice. We could even have flown right over it on our way in.”

      “That’s possible,” Lilian admitted. “I really wasn’t expecting a mountain-sized monster to be underground, so we could have missed it. But that leads us back to the question of power. Don’t they need the equivalent of a relic to run?”

      “At the minimum,” Vanessa said with a firm nod. “I’ve read that some needed more than one, and there were alternate power sources, but I don’t think that’s the case here. As amusing as it sounds, I think we can assume that this one is only running on a relic – if even that. It could even be something weaker.”

      “No artifact could power something of that size,” Angel said with complete confidence. “Trust me. My arm barely ran – runs – with an artifact. Something like a Buried God couldn’t even blink from that amount of energy.”

      “Shit,” Silver said, his face darkening. “Remember all those people that got sent to a bunker that shouldn’t exist?”

      Angel’s heart sank. “Human sacrifice?”

      “Provides a lot of power,” Silver said. “Not as much as a relic, but more than an artifact. Explains why the Buried God is barely running and where everyone went.”

      Vanessa looked like she was about to throw up. “Is that really possible?”

      “It is,” Angel said slowly. “It’s also highly illegal, which should say a lot. It’s one of the only actual laws in the Barren.”

      “I’m aware of the laws,” Vanessa said. “I just didn’t think that was something that really happened. I thought it was myth and rumor.”

      “Just like the Buried Gods,” Angel said dryly. “I suppose I owe Cowl an apology. Maybe I’ll go find his corpse and put a flower on it if we survive.”

      “Forget the dead man,” Silver said. “We’re going to join him if we don’t figure something out. If we assume human sacrifice is powering the big beastie, then we can assume someone is behind it. Humans don’t exactly sacrifice themselves after all. But, in that case, why would they waste their limited resources coming after four random people? There’s no way we could possibly replenish the energy it’s using just to stand.”

      Angel’s arm tingled at his side and he had to force himself not to curse. The relic had caused him more problems than it had solved at this point, and he still didn’t know what the little cube was actually supposed to do.

      “One of us has a potential power source,” Lilian said. “That’s the only possible explanation. We can assume that whoever is powering the Buried God has some kind of detector. If someone was carrying something that could replace all the human sacrifices, that would justify activating the Buried God.”

      All three of them turned to look at Angel.

      “What?”

      “It’s pretty obvious,” Silver said. “Your arm, mate. You said it yourself. There’s something in there that absorbs magic. Cowl also mentioned something interesting during the fight which I won’t repeat. Your arm is no artifact, and I’ve never seen any form of magic that negates other magic. It’s after you.”

      Angel’s brow lowered, but there wasn’t much he could counter Silver’s words with. “It might be a bit more than just an artifact,” Angel admitted, avoiding any mention of the relic entirely. “I picked something up called a Star Fragment a while ago. No idea what it is, but that might be what the Buried God wants.”

      “We can’t let the Buried God get it,” Vanessa said firmly. “If Angel actually has something that could act as a strong power source, we have to keep it away from the Buried God at all costs. Can you imagine how much damage that thing could do if it was able to run at full power? It would be like a mini Great War all over. We have to stop it.”

      “Well, there goes my suggestion of chopping Angel’s arm off and offering it up as tribute,” Silver said with a sarcastic laugh. “But you might want to give up playing the hero, girl. Our goal should be surviving, not saving everyone else.”

      “Saving everyone else,” Vanessa murmured. Her eyes widened. “Silver, would they have killed all the people at once? Or would it be done one at a time, to extend the energy for as long as possible?”

      “Oh no,” Silver said, shaking his head. “We are not going on a rescue mission.”

      “They’re not all dead,” Vanessa realized in a shocked whisper. “We can’t let an entire city die.”

      “What are we supposed to do against a monster from the Great War?” Lilian asked. “And what happened to saving the whole desert? If we go over there and get caught, Angel’s fancy power source falls right into their hands. Instead of a thousand people dying, we give the Buried God enough energy to stomp around the desert.”

      Vanessa’s mouth snapped shut.

      “Look,” Angel said, rubbing his forehead. “If the Buried God is really as low on power as we think, there’s a very good chance that the people running it are going to try and come get us themselves. The Buried God might have just shown itself to scare us into hiding – and it worked. I think we should hightail it.”

      “We can’t just abandon thousands of people. We're the only ones that can do anything!”

      “I’m with Angel,” Silver said. “Death of the few to save the many. It’s how war works, girl.”

      Vanessa’s eyes pleaded with Lilian as they all turned to get her take. Lilian bit her lower lip and her brows scrunched together.

      “We can’t just let them die,” Vanessa said, her voice little more than a whisper. “We can do something.”

      “I fear they’re already dead,” Lilian said. “The blade may not yet have fallen, but their fate is sealed all the same. There is nothing we can do against a Buried God and whatever creature is controlling it. We shouldn’t go near the Buried God unless we have no other alternative.”

      Vanessa’s hands clenched. “Don’t any of you have any morals? Any sense of duty? Thousands of innocent people are going to die, helpless and afraid. We’re the only ones who can do anything. Nobody else will know until it’s too late. You’re all strong, aren’t you? Why don’t you put that to use?”

      “Strength is relative, girl,” Silver said, his voice softening. “Compared to you, yes. I am strong. But a Buried God? We’re nothing. Whatever or whoever is running that is almost certainly at the level of a magistrate. Nobody else could command enough power to do a ritual of that strength. We would just die.”

      “Better to die for a cause than live like rats,” Vanessa spat. “How can you live knowing that you condemned an entire city to death?”

      “We’re all rats, Vanessa,” Angel said, putting a hand on her shoulder. The words felt hollow before they even left his lips. “Look around the desert. Do you think the world is thriving? Yes, it’s improving. Magic returns with every passing day, and I’m confident Old Magic will once again become commonplace. But that day is not today. Tomorrow is bright, but we’re still in the shadow of yesterday. Don’t get ahead of yourself.”

      “Tomorrow isn’t bright if we get there over a mountain of innocent people’s corpses,” Vanessa said. “You’ve got the tools to fight that thing. Your arm absorbs magic, doesn’t it? You could shut it down!”

      “There’s a limit to how much power it can take. I was able to draw from a catacomb’s core, but only enough to mildly inconvenience it.”

      “So what?” Vanessa asked. “This is a ritual that’s barely running. You could make it stop!”

      “Until the guy in charge sacrifices another person,” Silver said. “Enough of this. Worry less about the fate of others and more about your own.”

      “Hush,” Lilian hissed, her eyes narrowing. She clapped a hand over Vanessa’s mouth before the girl could say anything.

      Faint footsteps echoed down the streets, and they were getting closer. Angel flexed his hand and bared his teeth slightly.

      “The soldiers,” he mouthed. “Strike first.”

      Silver’s blade danced into his hand. Vanessa ducked behind the counter. The other three went to the door. As Angel waited, Vanessa’s words ran through his mind.

      The footsteps grew closer. They were so synchronized that Angel had no idea how many enemies were coming, but it was clear that there was more than one.

      His heart raced and he drew a deep breath, calming his nerves. Waiting was always the worst part. The tubes in his arm grew brighter and, at his thought, the cylinder spun. A canister slid down and clicked into place.

      Silver held up five fingers. After a second, one fell. The footsteps were almost on them, their inhuman rhythm drumming in Angel’s head. Another finger fell.

      Angel raised his arm, pointing it at the closed door. The third finger fell. Lilian wrapped her hand around the handle and ducked out of the line of fire. Two fingers remained. The walkers were right outside now, and shadows flickered on the window.

      Another finger dropped. The steps ceased. Lilian yanked the door open. Lightning crackled down Angel’s arm, tearing the air and striking a heavily armored man.

      Through the bright light coming out of his arm, Angel could vaguely make out lightning as it coursed through the soldier’s body and illuminated a metal mask that covered his face. The spell hurled the man back, slamming him against the other wall of the alley.

      Energy arced off his body, surging into a man beside him and sending him to the ground as well. Silver rushed forward, his blade flashing in the light as he drove it into the next man’s chest.

      Angel’s arm whirred as another spell loaded itself and he ran outside after Silver, Lilian at his side. A dozen identical metal masked soldiers had blocked off the alley. Another bolt of lightning kicked out of Angel’s arm, tearing through their ranks and sending three of them spinning before they could react.

      The survivors raised their weapons and lunged at him without a word. Red energy fields ballooned from their chests, wrapping each of them. Lilian knocked one weapon aside with the thick chain on her wrist and drove her palm into a field.

      It crackled, bending but refusing to break. She snarled, dodging a blow before slamming her fist into the same spot on the field. Cracks erupted from where she’d struck it. She swung a third time, finally shattering the shield. Her fist struck the soldier’s face with such force that his mask caved in.

      He tumbled into another soldier, taking them both to the ground. Lilian advanced, driving her foot into the top man’s chest. His body folded as it punched through his chest. The shield of the man beneath him held up against Lilian’s assault briefly, but it too shattered and her foot drove through him as well.

      She kicked both of them off, knocking a third soldier down. Another bolt of lightning struck their shields, but it coursed through them and dissipated harmlessly into the ground. Angel cursed. “They’re resistant to magic!”

      Lilian was unstoppable, her chain whipping as she danced through her attackers, lashing out with enough force to crack someone’s shield with every swing. The remaining soldiers fell before her, leaving their half of the alley undefended.

      On the other side, Silver needed no help. The former bandit pulled his blade from a soldier’s neck, flicking the blood off it as the last man collapsed to the ground, joining the small sea of corpses at Silver’s feet.

      “Interesting energy shields,” Silver said, frowning. “I don’t see what was generating them.”

      Silver crouched next to one of the bodies and rifled through the man’s belongings, his frown deepening. Silver pulled the mask off and grunted, tossing it away. He repeated the process with another corpse. “They’re the same person. And if anyone would like to double check, I can’t see what they used to make those shields.”

      “Buried Gods,” Angel muttered, peering over his shoulder. Silver was right. The two dead men were indiscernible from each other. He flicked his eyepiece down and examined their bodies. The scanner didn’t pick anything up. “And you’re right. They don’t have an artifact on them.”

      “Old World Magic,” Silver and Angel muttered at the same time.

      “The mask reminds me of Cowl’s,” Angel realized, taking a closer look at it. Vanessa stepped out from within the building and glanced around nervously. “Something is going on.”

      Lilian pressed her lips together and looked away from the bodies, staring up at the enormous head of the Buried God in the sky above them. Angel wasn’t certain, but it almost looked as if the great beast’s head had tilted to watch them with a single enormous eye.

      “Lilian?”

      She shook her head. “Sorry. It’s nothing.”

      “I didn’t ask if anything was wrong,” Angel said, cocking his head. “And something clearly is – not that we’ve got time to worry about it now.”

      A loud droning hum vibrated the air around them. They clapped their hands over their ears as red light ballooned from the Buried God’s head, washing over the city like scarlet fog and gathering into a faint dome above them.

      “Well, shit,” Angel said. “Anyone want to place bets on what that is?”

      “Another barrier,” Lilian said, her face pale. “And I don’t think this one is meant to keep things out.”

      “They weren’t that strong,” Silver said. “I cut through it with a few tries. We can break through it and escape. The thing up there clearly isn’t running well if they’re sending these fools for us anyway.”

      Cowl’s mask seemed to grow heavier against Angel’s hip. He clenched his hands and cursed through gritted teeth. “You’re wrong. This isn’t New World Magic, Silver. It’s based off the strength of the caster, and that barrier is coming from the Buried God. If the Buried God had that much strength, it wouldn’t just be sitting there. Someone’s casting it, and they’ve got to be incredibly powerful if they can cover the entire city like that.”

      Silver swore. “Even worse. All right then, I’m open to suggestions. Can the barrier be broken somehow?”

      “Not easily,” Lilian said. “That thing is flooded with so much energy that it could probably power a small city.”

      “Wait. I was wrong. It isn’t just a caster,” Angel interrupted as he squinted up at the huge beast above them. His blood ran cold. It was faint, but lines of energy traveled out from the Buried God’s belly and rose to the head where the barrier originated. “There isn’t anyone who could cast it on their own. Look at the top of the Buried God – there’s some form of conduit there. The human sacrifice is powering it.”

      “No humans to sacrifice, no barrier,” Vanessa pointed out.

      Silver groaned. “I’m open to any other suggestions.”

      “The weakest point of a barrier is the source,” Lilian said. “We need to cut the power off, and that means either waiting until the person casting the barrier runs out of people to sacrifice or—”

      “Freeing them,” Angel finished. “And taking care of any that aren’t in a position to escape.”

      “We have to try,” Vanessa urged. “It’s the best option, isn’t it?”

      Silver gave her a withering glare. “If we survive this, I’m going to teach you the error of your ways. Every single one of them.”

      “Thank you,” Vanessa said.

      “Don’t thank me, girl. If I die, I’m going to find your mother and haunt the shit out of her,” Silver muttered. “Now how in the Barren are we supposed to get onboard something the size of a mountain?”

      Angel’s arm whirred as a new canister clicked into place. “I think I might have an idea. Just how long is it going to take you to get that chopper running?”
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      They dashed through the city, arriving at the hangar in minutes. Angel ran to the chopper Silver had pointed out earlier and dropped to his knees, examining the metal bands.

      Silver and the others jumped into the ship. His hands flew across the controls again, bringing the flying machine whirring to life once more. He drew a thin instrument from a pocket and inserted it into a slot under the dashboard. The screen blinked and went white.

      “Give me about thirty minutes!” Silver yelled over the rotors. “If I don’t fix anything other than the motor, we might get this in the air before more of those tin cans show up.”

      They began the most excruciating part of all – waiting. They gathered around Silver, trying not to breathe down his neck as he worked. He would occasionally press something, sending words flickering across the screen, but most of the time, Silver stared at the screen with a tight-lipped expression.

      “Finally,” Silver said, yanking the tool out as the dashboard faded to a dull gray. “We’re running. Barely, but running.”

      Angel lined up his hand carefully. He had to catch all of the bindings, or the chopper wouldn’t be able to take off. They looked sturdy, but not many things could resist blunt force after they’d been cooled to below zero.

      A wave of frost ripped out of his palm, scouring the ground and up the chopper’s landing gear. Icy blue and white fingers enveloped metal, turning it brittle.

      Angel slammed his mechanical hand on the landing gear. It shattered under the force of the blow, throwing shrapnel into the rotor wash and away from the chopper. The blades above his head grew louder as Silver increased the throttle. Angel repeated the process on each of the bands, then leaped through the open door of the chopper just as it took off.

      Lilian slammed the door shut behind him and Angel strapped himself into the co-pilot’s seat, the floor swaying underneath him. Silver’s face was taut with concentration as his fingers flew across the controls, taking them up through the hole in the roof.

      Angel stared out the window of the machine as they took to the air, unable to control his awe. He knew the beast was massive, but seeing it from the air was another experience entirely. He could have placed several dozen Bronze Cities on its back and still had more than enough room to spare for more.

      Massive strips of metal were bolted to the dense, greenish-gray hide covering most of its body. The rivets were probably the size of a large mansion.

      Even though there was no light within the Buried God’s eyes, Angel couldn’t shake the feeling that the monstrous creature was watching them as they flew up.

      Silver wrapped his hand around a lever, pushing it forward. The craft followed his motion, zipping toward the Buried God’s head.

      “You do realize I can’t land this, right?” Silver asked. “We’ve got one landing, and then it isn’t taking off again. The bottom of a chopper is too fragile. It’ll be crushed without landing gear. Once I touch down, it’ll never fly again.”

      “Then stay in the chopper,” Angel said. “Keep it safe until we can free the city people. There have to be some form of flying vehicles in the Buried God, right?”

      “No clue,” Silver said, adjusting their path toward the enormous opening that was the Buried God’s mouth. “I suppose you’ll find out. If you aren’t all out within an hour, I’m going to guess you’re dead. I’m not sure what I’ll do at that point, so do your best to finish stuff up before then.”

      “We’ll try,” Angel admitted, pulling several empty canisters out of his pack. He traced lines of magic through the air, infusing them as he spoke. “At least you’ll have a cool story to tell.”

      “Assuming I don’t get blown up along with the rest of you,” Silver said with a snort.

      The creature hadn’t budged since they’d taken off – or at least, Angel was pretty sure it hadn’t. With something of this size, it was extraordinarily hard to tell. But with any luck, that meant the person running it was trying to conserve power and couldn’t afford to actually make the beast do more than the bare minimum.

      They were plunged into darkness as they flew below the Buried God’s head. It was as if the sun had been snuffed out entirely. Silver flicked a switch and two searchlights stabbed the dark in front of the chopper, illuminating the mouth.

      “You’re going to have to jump,” Silver said. “Is the girl going with you?”

      “I’ll go,” Vanessa said, swallowing. “I’ve got enough canisters and a gauntlet. You’ll need my help, especially if Silver can’t come.”

      “Are you forgetting the part where I need to get you to Molten Ridges alive?” Angel demanded.

      “Silver would probably just sell me to someone if you died anyway,” Vanessa said. “This was my idea. I’m coming. Besides, it’s not all that much safer with Silver.”

      “She’s not wrong,” Silver admitted. “Sorry.”

      Angel didn’t like it, but Vanessa had made her choice. He couldn’t deny they’d need help, even if it was only a distraction.

      Silver brought the flying machine past the creature’s lip and sank until it was just a few feet off the surface.

      “Go,” Silver said. “And, if you know what’s good for you, don’t fight the bastard running this thing. There’s no way he didn’t spot us coming, so just get people out and run away. I’ll be close, as long as this thing doesn’t turn on some eye laser bullshit and start blasting at me.”

      Lilian swung the door open. The beat of the rotors drowned out any response Angel might have made to the captain, so he settled for a firm nod before jumping out and onto the lip of the Buried God.

      The stench of rotting flesh and rust flooded Angel’s nostrils. The ground gave slightly under his feet when he landed. It wasn’t exactly soft, but it wasn’t metal either. Lilian and Vanessa landed beside him.

      Silver turned the chopper away, stranding them on the Buried God. A faint rumble sent vibrations up Angel’s legs and into his chest.

      “Come on,” Angel said, squinting into the shadows before them and moving his eyepiece into place. “We need to hurry.”

      Orange light traced the Buried God’s maw with the familiar orange grid. Dim lines of energy pulsed within it, fading near the surface of the body. His System artifact showed all the faint lines of energy coursing to and converging at a point just a short distance away from them.

      “We aren’t far,” Angel whispered. He readied a lightning spell. They made their way to the throat and started down into the beast’s metal stomach. Every few seconds, something caused the monster to reverberate. It sent tingles through Angel’s entire body.

      He did his best to keep his arm close, not wanting to send up a beacon marking their location, his efforts weren’t particularly effective. Aside from the sound of their footsteps and the occasional thrum, it was eerily silent. It felt like they were walking through a cave rather than the body of an ancient Great War weapon.

      The passage split into multiple pathways that branched off deeper into the beast, but Angel didn’t even give them a second glance. The lines of magic running through the walls told him exactly where to go.

      They descended deeper and deeper into the beast, Angel at the lead. The passageway grew narrower until it was little more than a large hallway. The force of the thrums grew stronger with every passing minute. Each sent a miniature surge of electricity into their bodies, causing muscles to seize up. As they walked, the silence gave way to the telltale click and chug of machinery.

      The small group turned a corner and froze. Faint red lights blinked to life along the corridor, leading up to an opening at the end of the corridor. Angel swallowed and flexed his metal arm before creeping forward and peeking through the doorway.

      A cavern sprawled before them. Machinery covered the walls, moving and shifting in a hypnotic pattern. Steam had gathered at the ceiling, forming small dark clouds. A metal orb the size of a fully grown man floated in the center of the room, shimmering with red light.

      Below it, thousands of people lay on the ground. Streams of light rose from their still bodies, entering the orb like tentacles.

      “What is that?” Vanessa whispered. “Are they dying?”

      “It’s an immobilization artifact,” Lilian whispered. “They can’t move as long as they’re connected to it, but they aren’t dead.”

      “So we just have to break it?”

      Angel followed their conversation with half an ear as he scanned the room. His eyes alighted on a plateau rising out of the wall on the side of the cavern. There was an obsidian pedestal upon it. Below was a pile of bloodied bodies with no light leaving them. A cloaked man sat on top of the pedestal, one leg hanging down and swinging back and forth. Bandages covered every inch of his exposed skin, concealing flickers of energy beneath them. Brilliant red light spouted from one of his hands like a fountain, up into the Buried God’s head. Angel grabbed Lilian and Vanessa, pulling them back down and out of sight.

      “What?” Vanessa asked.

      “Far side of the cavern,” Angel hissed. “That’s where they’re doing the sacrifices. The man powering the barrier is there, but I didn’t get a chance to analyze him.”

      “Do it,” Lilian whispered. “We need to know what we’re up against.”

      That wasn’t exactly stealthy, but he couldn’t see any way to get the victims out of there without alerting him to their presence. And if he had to go head to head, it was better to know what he was up against.

      He poked his head up just enough to see his adversary’s head and scanned him.

      
        
        Race: Human

        Name: ???

        Level: 356

        Status: ???

        Information accuracy: 4%

        Strength: 80

        Intelligence: 200

        Nimbleness: 322

        Toughness: 109

        Comparative Rating: ???

        Weak point(s): ???

        Element(s): Unknown

        Error: Data scrambled. Unable to verify information accuracy.

      

      

      Angel ducked, a grim expression on his face. “Nothing good. I can’t get a good scan, but he’s probably around level three hundred and fifty. I’ve never seen stats that scrambled before. Something is stopping me from getting a read on him.”

      “So what do we do?” Vanessa asked.

      “If we break the orb, the people will be able to move again. There’s a chance that some of them can help us, but it’s more likely that they’ll be too weak. The main problem is that I don’t see any good way out of here.”

      “There should be another exit,” Lilian mused. “Probably on the far end of the cavern, near the bottom. There’s no way it would only have a single entrance, and any escape ships would likely be at the bottom of the Buried God, near its belly. I bet they’re in there.”

      Angel cocked an eyebrow at her. He risked another peek over the lip of the cave, scanning with increased vigor, and found a door. Masked by the glowing energy, it was tall enough for a person and unusually wide. Several dozen people would be able to stand shoulder to shoulder without difficulty. He reported his findings.

      “So we need to break the orb, evacuate everyone through the door, and hope there are ships on the other side, and then hope we can escape before he kills us all?” Vanessa asked. “That’s a lot of ifs. Let’s do it.”

      “We’re all probably going to die,” Angel muttered, but a small smile tugged at his lips. “But I suppose there’s no point bringing back Old World Magic if everyone is dead because a Buried God blew up the desert. I’m going to blast the orb with lightning and then try to distract the cloaked man.”

      “I’ll rally everyone to the exit,” Lilian said. “Vanessa, stay out of the line of fire. Neither Angel nor I will be able to help you. Try to find people that can help Angel fight. And, Angel, can you give me that sword?”

      “Cowl’s?” Angel asked, glancing down at the blade on his hip. It wasn’t like he could use it, so he shrugged and handed it to her. “Why?”

      “It’s pointy. It can’t hurt.”

      “Fair enough. Everyone ready?” Angel asked.

      Vanessa nodded. Lilian mirrored the motion. Angel steeled his nerves. He rose, bringing his hand up in a smooth, steady motion and aiming it at the orb.

      Energy sparked at his fingertips, crackles of lightning racing down his arm and gathering at his palm. A bolt of energy tore through the room with a loud crack, striking the orb. It shattered with a loud explosion. Shards of metal careened through the room and peppered the crowd. The lines of red light flickered and died. Lilian and Vanessa raced past Angel, their artifacts activated, skating down the side of the cavern.

      The cloaked man looked straight at Angel. The Seeker shot his grappling hook into the wall and jumped, swinging across the cavern and firing again, changing his angle to bob and weave across the room instead of flying straight at his target.

      Surprisingly, there was no opposition. Angel tucked into a roll and landed on the ground on the other end of the plateau facing the man.

      “Ah,” the man said. His voice was smooth, but there was a faint metallic warble beneath it. He dropped his hand, allowing the stream of energy powering the barrier to fade away. “You’ve come.”

      “You had too many fancy artifacts,” Angel said, keeping his arm at the ready. The more time he wasted talking, the better their chances would get. “You should have expected at least one Seeker to show up.”

      “Expected? This is no surprise,” the man said. Angel half expected him to laugh, but he did no such thing. He pushed his cloak back, revealing a metal mask that looked identical to Cowl’s. Angel’s eyes widened.

      “Cowl?”

      “I’m afraid you’ve mistaken me for someone else,” the man said. “I am Reave, the blade of the Reawakening. Cowl is on a mission.”

      “You’re cheesy and probably ugly,” Angel informed him, glancing down at the bottom of the cavern out of the corner of his eyes. People were stirring, but only a few looked like they were lucid.

      “Amusing little insults,” Reave said. “I shall let them slide. You’ve done the Reawakening a great favor, bringing that relic here. Our current methods were a little too slow and distasteful. This will be much more effective.”

      “I’d call human sacrifice more than distasteful,” Angel said, aiming his hand at the man. “Don’t take another step. High level or not, I’m pretty sure a lightning bolt to the face will kill you all the same.”

      Reave finally let out the evil laugh Angel had been waiting for. “Kill me? Why? I see the scraps and traces of Old World Magic you’ve pieced together, Seeker. Your arm is crude, but the traces are there. Your goal is the same as ours.”

      Angel blinked. “What?”

      “You wish to bring back Old World Magic. As do we,” Reave said. “However, as I’m sure you can tell, our way is much more effective.”

      “I haven’t tried to slaughter an entire city,” Angel said. “I think that’s a point in my favor.”

      “Their lives are a small price to pay in exchange for the return of the old ways,” Reave said. “Men die, but magic is eternal, should it be taken care of properly. This is why you are drawn to seek it. Give me the relic in your arm, and your goal will be achieved.”

      “Tempting offer. Can I have a day to think about it?” Angel asked.

      “I would have said yes, had you not interrupted the ritual,” Reave said, nodding down at the teeming mass of people. “This Buried God only has about ten minutes of energy left before the next sacrifice is required. Unfortunately, it would appear my sacrifices are trying to run away.”

      “Ah. That’s a shame,” Angel said. The strange man’s mild manner was putting him on edge. Nobody was this confident when their plans were interrupted, and it didn’t feel like a victory speech. Reave simply had no doubt he would succeed. “Can I get ten minutes to think it over?”

      Reave sighed. “I’d forgotten how wearying conversation with mortals can be. Are you going to give me the relic and witness your dreams come to fruition, or are you going to die before Old World Magic returns?”

      Angel shot him in the face. The bolt of lightning picked Reave off his feet and sent him tumbling across the ground. He slammed into the wall, smoke rising from his body.

      “Oops,” Angel said. “I forgot to answer your question.”

      Reave twitched. Angel’s eyes bulged as he got up, brushing soot off his otherwise unblemished mask. “That’s quite all right. I believe I understand the meaning of your response. The Reawakening thanks you for your contribution to the future.”

      The canister clattered out of Angel’s arm and a new one spun into place. “Don’t go thanking me yet. You’re not getting this relic that easily.”

      Reave shrugged his cloak off. A thick cloud of smoke infused with crackling energy billowed behind him. With a loud click, two bronze spurs erupted behind his shoulders. There was another click, followed by another. With each click, the metal bars lengthened.

      A shudder racked Reave’s body as dozens of much thinner metal bars shot downwards from within the original spur, forming the bone structure of two great wings easily three times Reave’s height. Dark red light stretched out from between the bars, filling in their flesh with plasma.

      “Yes, I am,” Reave said. He flapped with enough force, Angel was forced to one knee.

      Arcs of brilliant molten plasma scorched the ground around Reave. Angel raised his hands, trying to brace himself against the gale as he skidded backward through the dirt.

      “Old World Magic,” Angel breathed.

      “That’s right,” Reave said. “Real Old World Magic, made during the Great War. Your arm isn’t a bad start for an amateur, but you could have been so much more.”

      His wings flared and snapped out. Splashes of light rippled across them and a multitude of red arrows took flight toward Angel. He slapped his palm on the ground and a huge spike erupted in front of him.

      The red magic peppered Angel’s makeshift barrier, turning it into slag but failing to reach him. The ground around him hissed and popped as under Reave’s attack.

      “I think I’d like to go back to talking,” Angel said, scrambling to a new position. Reave raised his wings again.

      Angel shot a grappling hook at the wall and swung himself out of the way as magical arrows peppered the area where he’d been standing. He twisted midair, retracting the grappling hook and pointing his hand at Reave.

      He fired it again. The grappling hook punched into Reave’s chest and Angel yanked on it. His wings flapped once, holding his ground.

      Angel hurtled toward him, bracing his mechanical shoulder and crashing into Reave at full speed. All the air left his chest in a whuff, and he bounced off, his head spinning. It was like flying straight into a metal wall.

      “Buried Gods, man. What do you eat?” Angel cursed, scrambling back.

      Reave let out a low laugh. “Cores, mostly. It takes many years to build up strength like mine. Many such secrets have been lost to time. You might have found them had you joined our order.”

      “You aren’t that cool. I know someone who eats cores, and he’s got a neat hat,” Angel said, diving from another flight of magical arrows. One grazed Angel’s left arm, burning and instantly cauterizing a new furrow. His features twisted in pain, but he didn’t make a sound.

      “Interesting,” Reave said. “I suppose some of our ways might still live in the Barren. That is of no matter. The Buried God needs power. I would not have awakened it so early had I not detected your presence. Give me the relic.”

      “Go kiss a bloodfly.”

      Reave’s wings bent forward and enveloped his upper body, forming a hissing armor around him. Plasma started to crackle around his hands, scoring thick gouges through the Buried God’s flesh beneath them. Angel’s eyes widened. The light grew increasingly brighter, illuminating the cavern.

      There was no time to think. Angel knew instinctively that if Reave cast whatever spell was in his hands, he wouldn’t survive. His hair stood on end and his clothes were rippling from the force of the energy waves pouring from Reave.

      “Don’t you think that’s going to fry your relic?”

      “Relics have survived much worse. You, however, will not.”

      Angel launched his grappling hook at the ground between Reave’s feet and darted forward, reeling in the line to effectively throw himself at his enemy for the second time.

      Whether it was due to surprise that Angel was dumb enough to try the same thing again or his spell simply wasn’t ready yet, Reave did nothing to foil the attack.

      With a snarl, Angel grabbed Reave’s left arm and squeezed as tightly as he could. The plasma crackled under his grip, unrelenting.

      “Futile,” Reave said. His spell strengthened, blinding Angel.

      Purple energy danced down Angel’s arm. The red light resisted briefly, then vanished as the Star Fragment devoured it. His grip tightened around the frame of the wing-turned-armor, crushing it in a shower of sparks.

      Reave cried out in surprise. The spell dimmed and crackled as half of its energy source vanished, and a brilliant beam of molten red light shot past Angel and into the wall of the Buried God.

      The resulting shockwave picked Angel up and threw him violently across the cavern. He came to an abrupt stop, slamming into a wall and sliding to the ground.

      He cried out as several bones broke at once. His next breath sent a stabbing pain through his chest and he let out a ragged cough that only served to worsen the agony.

      Through the red tinge filling the room, Angel was dimly able to make out his surroundings. He’d landed beside a large pile of bodies. The living city folk had managed to evacuate the cavern, and the blurry, one winged form of Reave stood upon the plateau that they’d been fighting on far above him.

      Angel’s accelerated healing kicked in, but with the extent of the injuries racking him, he was out of the fight. He pressed his arm into the wall, dragging his broken body up and repressing the agony coursing through his veins.

      “Surprise,” Angel wheezed, regretting the word as soon as he spoke it. Each syllable felt like a dagger in his chest.

      Reave flickered, disappearing then reappearing before Angel. His left wing dangled, a sparking and crushed pile of scrap. He grabbed a handful of Angel’s hair, lifting him off his feet.

      “You have a Star Fragment,” Reave said, finally angry. “I suppose you must feel very accomplished, injuring me. You should. I have not been inconvenienced like this in three hundred years. But who could have expected that you would deliver such a prize to me?”

      Reave caught Angel’s arm with his other hand. He squeezed, warping the metal around the relic. Angel narrowed his eyes, gathering the last of his energy, sending a mental command to his arm and desperately hoping the Liquid Metal feature would react in time.

      His arm rippled. The metal near his hand rippled too, solidifying into a pointed blade that punched into Reave’s stomach. There was a loud clang and the point stopped short.

      Reave batted Angel’s hand away with nearly enough force to rip his arm off his shoulder.  Pain tore through his body again and Angel cried out. Through the blur of tears, he took aim and kicked Reave in the groin as hard as he could.

      Angel swore when his foot slammed into what might as well have been a wall. It was like Reave was completely made out of metal.

      “Are you going to kill yourself for me?” Reave asked, cocking his head. “That’s somewhat amusing, actually. Where will you strike next? My throat, perhaps?”

      Angel spat blood into Reave’s right eye. He swore, dropping Angel. Angel stretched, wrapping his hand around Reave’s foot and casting the last spell in his arm.

      Ice raced up Reave’s leg, turning it a grayish-blue. Angel raised his arm and brought it down as hard as he could on his foot. There was a satisfying crunch as something finally gave way.

      Reave snarled, lifting Angel by the arm and shaking him. “I deserved that. Well played, rat. Die with whatever satisfaction that might have brought you. If that Star Fragment were not inside you, I would obliterate every last trace of you from this world. If only you knew the magnitude of what you have in your arm.”

      A glimmering blade appeared in Reave’s hand. Angel’s eyes closed and he took a rattling breath, a small smile on his face. Everyone had escaped and were hopefully long gone. Backup might even be on the way. He hadn’t exactly brought back Old Magic, but he’d done a damn good job of trying and had saved a lot of people in the process – even if that hadn’t been his original plan. The desert had dealt his hand, and he’d played it as best he could.

      The blade punched into his stomach. He jerked and there was sharp pinch as Reave drove the weapon in deeper. Warmth flowed from his body, pooling around him. His arms grew cold and shivers racked him. Angel was dimly aware of Reave pulling at his arm and purple lightning discharging around them, but he was fading fast.

      He scrabbled weakly for his travel pack. Every movement took forever, as if his body was unable to process his brain’s requests. Reave ignored the feeble movement. Angel finally worked the pack open, his desperate fingers finding a small orb.

      Reave roared as purple energy crackled even brighter, forcing him back. “You will bend to my will, Star Fragment, but you will perish alongside your host if you refuse to depart his frail body. Your time runs short.”

      Angel’s hand shook as he brought the core that had once belonged to the huge bandit captain up to the seeping wound in his stomach and pushed it inside. It wasn’t exactly eating the core, but it would have to do.
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      Angel’s body convulsed. The purple electricity dimmed as Reave’s fingers pressed through the protective metal. Strength started to return to Angel’s body and the encroaching chill faded, but it wasn’t fast enough.

      Something warm rippled past his head. Reave hissed, dropping him and wrapping his remaining wing around himself protectively.

      “Get away from him!” Vanessa yelled, sending a green bolt screaming toward Reave. He blocked it with his wing and snarled.

      “More children with toys that they don’t understand,” Reave said, reaching down for Angel. The Seeker forced his damaged body into motion, scrambling backwards on all fours as Vanessa shot another bolt at Reave.

      The bleeding had slowed as the blood clotted, sealing the wound temporarily. His limbs started to respond to his mind again. The pain showed no sign of diminishing, but Angel forced it to the back of his mind and pulled himself upright.

      “You can stand?” Reave asked. “Interesting. That was a mortal wound. Is this your relic’s doing? I shall find out when I retrieve it. This worked out well, as your Star Fragment was being stubborn.”

      Another green bolt shot through the air and fizzled against his wing harmlessly. Reave let out an annoyed grunt. “Enough. You are bothering me.”

      He turned toward Vanessa, his undamaged wing unfurling. Ripples of red light washed over its surface.

      “Get behind cover!” Angel screamed. Vanessa’s skates whirred and she shot across the cavern floor ahead of a rain of arrows that turned the ground behind her to slag.

      Angel ran as fast as his body would let him and lunged at the masked man. Reave’s attack stopped as he flapped his wing, blowing Angel off his feet with a powerful gust of wind.

      “That will not work twice,” Reave said. “I don’t know why it’s so attached to you, but it appears I will not be able to harvest it with the time we have remaining. The Buried God hungers, Seeker. Your stay of execution is over.”

      Reave’s wing snapped forward, sending a bolt of light screaming at Angel. Angel raised his hand defensively. Purple energy flared as the bolt struck his arm. The force of the spell sent him skidding, but he managed to keep his footing.

      The masked man blurred into motion, stopping in front of Angel. The glimmering blade appeared in his hand once more. He raised his arm, but froze. A rumble racked the Buried God. The dark was shattered when brilliant lights powered on and the world started to shake beneath them.

      Reave cocked his head in a motion eerily similar to what Cowl had once done, listening to something invisible in his ear. The dagger faded from his hand.

      “The Buried God has been reawakened,” Reave murmured. “And your life has been bargained for.”

      “What?” Angel asked, blinking.

      A green bolt hit Reave in the back of the head, knocking his chin against his chest. Reave snarled and spun toward Vanessa, sending a gust of wind so powerful that it knocked her over even though she was hundreds of feet away.

      “The Reawakening still has use for you,” Reave said, flexing his wings. They retracted into his back. “You have powerful friends. Or perhaps a predator that simply waits for its prey to grow plumper. I shall remember your face, boy. If it were not one of my own who made the bargain, I would keep you here for that Star Fragment.”

      Angel watched the man through narrow eyes. “What are you getting at?”

      “Leave this place, and take the annoying girl with you. Your life has been bought and there is no longer any need for your relic. You have been spared until we next meet.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice,” Angel said, backing toward the door. “Who saved me? And why?”

      “I will not say,” Reave said. “Walk the old ways, Seeker. Perhaps you shall find the truth and join us.”

      The man blurred, vanishing from view. Angel gaped at where he had been standing. Vanessa skated over to him, her eyes darting around to try and find Reave.

      “Angel! What happened? Are you okay?” Vanessa rushed over to kneel beside Angel.

      “I’ve been better,” Angel admitted, looking at his blood-soaked chest. Every word felt like he was drinking hot iron, and he couldn’t tell if the slight improvement in his mobility was due to his body’s last bit of adrenaline or actual healing. “Did everyone escape?”

      “There’s a docking bay at the bottom of this thing,” Vanessa said, looping Angel’s arm over her shoulders and helping him get on his board. They accelerated, though not much, faster than walking speed but slow enough that she could support him. “Silver found a way in and taught everyone how to fly the ships. They’re in bad shape, but he thinks they can get people down.”

      The ground shuddered again. Dust billowed around them as the strange, metallic flesh of the Buried God pulsated. Angel grimaced in a mixture of pain and revulsion. “We need to get out of here. This thing is moving, and I don’t know where or why.”

      “I couldn’t tell,” Vanessa said dryly.

      They increased their speed in the corridors, descending deeper into the beast. After passing hundreds of branching tunnels, they arrived at a second cavern. Warm yellow sunlight spilled through large open doors on dozens of skyships.

      They were leaving, their rotors thumping as they scraped across the ground and slipped through the opening, disappearing into the desert below. A crowd of people had formed into lines before all of the remaining ships and were piling onto them.

      Silver stood near the front of the cavern, barking out orders. Angel let out a weak chuckle. “He almost looks like a guard captain.”

      “Don’t talk,” Vanessa said. “I’m pretty sure I can see one of your ribs.”

      “Don’t get it dirty. I like my bones shiny.”

      Vanessa rolled her eyes and helped him to one of the ships near the side of the cavern. She deactivated her skates and laid Angel across the back seats, tucking his board underneath. “Don’t move.”

      The ground shook under them again, electing a groan of pain from Angel. Vanessa pressed her lips together and hopped into the seat beside Angel, buckling herself in. A minute later, Lilian dashed up to the side of the chopper and climbed into the co-pilot’s chair.

      “He alive?”

      “For now,” Vanessa said, her voice strained. “He lost a lot of blood and has some pretty gruesome wounds. He needs rest and food so his body can regenerate.”

      Vanessa reached into his travel pack and pulled out a strip of jerky, practically pushing it into Angel’s mouth. He curled his nose and took it from her. “I can eat at my own pace. I’m not crippled, Vanessa.”

      “But you are ruining the seat. There’s blood everywhere,” Lilian said, peering at him over her shoulder. “How’d you survive against the high level guy?”

      “He didn’t seem to be interested in killing me,” Angel said. “When we did fight, it was more like he was playing around and wasting time. As soon as it got serious, I got destroyed. The only reason I even survived is because someone told him to stop.”

      “Huh. Lucky you,” Lilian said.

      “Quite.” Angel agreed. “Where’s Cowl’s sword?”

      “Broke it off in an enemy,” Lilian said with a shrug. “Didn’t have a chance to get it back.”

      “I see,” Angel said. “Were there a lot?”

      “About fifty more,” Lilian said. “Silver and I handled them.”

      “Good.” Angel tried to find a comfortable position. His body popped and squelched as it healed. The ground beneath them shook again, and he watched choppers take off and fly out of the hangar out of the corner of his eye.

      After all the escapees had been loaded into choppers, Silver climbed into the pilot’s seat.

      “All evacuated,” Silver said, his hands flying across the dashboard and bringing the rotors above them to life. “If we’re lucky, three-quarters of them will make it down without crashing. How’s the Seeker?”

      “Able to talk for himself,” Angel said through a mouthful of jerky.

      “Damn. I was hoping you’d be knocked out for a few hours so I could rob you blind,” Silver said, his face straight. “You want to give me a consolation prize anyway?”

      Silver grabbed a lever and shoved it forward. The chopper lifted into the air and slid forward across the ground, slipping out from within the Buried God and into the afternoon desert sun.

      Hot air enveloped Angel. As uncomfortable as it was, he was thankful to be out of the stale, dank innards of the Buried God. A broken rib bone snapped back into place, eliciting a gasp of pain.

      “Are you okay?” Vanessa asked.

      “Fine,” Angel said through gritted teeth. “Help me up.”

      “You need to lie down,” Vanessa said, shaking her head. “You’ll make the wound worse.”

      “The wound will heal,” Angel snapped, his fingers scrabbling on the hard seat of the chopper. “I want to see the Buried God.”

      Vanessa shook her head and gently looped her arms underneath Angel’s, slowly pulling the Seeker into a seated position. He repressed the pain and let his head flop to the side so he could look out the window.

      The Buried God was moving. The beast’s massive eyes had finally lit, two burning red beacons tearing through the desert like new suns. Pulses of energy rippled through its body, sending debris and rotted parts crashing to the desert floor.

      “Well, that’s not good,” Silver said, a slight tremor in his voice. “We just accomplished the exact opposite of what we wanted to.”

      “But we saved thousands of people,” Vanessa said. “They would have died if we sat around and did nothing. Their lives matter, Silver.”

      Silver grunted. “I suppose they do.”

      “Where are we headed now?” Lilian asked, looking over Silver’s shoulder at the dashboard. “Is there enough power to get us away from that thing?”

      “Not even slightly,” Silver replied. “We’ll make it a short way past the city at best, and that monstrosity is probably visible from leagues away. I don’t know about you, but as long as I can see it, I feel like it can see me.”

      “How did it even get reactivated?” Vanessa asked. “Did that man manage to get the relic in your arm, Angel?”

      “No,” Angel said. “Someone paid for my life apparently. Reave – that’s the evil guy – said they were ‘one of his own,’ and that makes me think another member of the Reawakening. We need to research them – figure out what their plans are. They were trying to bring back Old World Magic as well.”

      Angel felt feverish. Words came out through thick lips, barely escaping his mouth. Sweat trickled down his forehead and the chopper swam in his vision. Vanessa put the back of her hand on his forehead and cursed. “You’re as hot as the desert.”

      “How are you still alive, anyway?” Silver asked. “With a hole that big and with the damage you’ve taken, you should be dead. You’re what, level thirty or something? There’s no way you’ve got enough magical energy in your body to survive that.”

      “Took a page out of your book,” Angel said, a weak smile tugging at his lips.

      Silver paused. He turned away from the controls to look back at Angel. The former bandit captain eyed the Seeker. “You ate a core, did you?”

      Angel nodded.

      “Ah. That’ll be your body acclimating to the changes, then,” Silver said. “Big one?”

      Angel nodded again.

      “Well, there are a few mild side effects from eating a core, particularly if it has a lot of magic and you haven’t done it before. Better than getting stabbed and bleeding out, I suppose.”

      “Like what?” Vanessa asked, glancing nervously at the Buried God behind them.

      “Extreme fever, vomiting, diarrhea, severe pain, and sometimes death,” Silver replied. He angled the chopper down toward a large swath of the Barren where many of the other skyships had already landed. “If anything starts coming out of either of his ends, point it out of the ship. I don’t want to deal with it.”

      “Death?” Angel asked. His tongue felt like a slab of meat and his eyelids were heavy.

      “Only sometimes,” Silver said, shrugging. “You’ll live. Well, unless you die. Then you won’t.”

      Angel opened his mouth to swear at Silver, but all that came out was an unintelligible grunt. The copper ceiling of the chopper swam overhead and Angel blinked as the world went out of focus. His ears started to ring and the voices of his companions warped and twisted beyond recognition. Then, with a groan, Angel passed out.

      He would have liked the luxury of dim flashes of the following events, but everything that followed was a complete blank. From Vanessa’s account, he spent the next week in a coma.

      After the chopper landed, the Buried God apparently had no interest in them. The great beast lumbered off, each step shaking the earth like it was coming apart at its very core. Large swaths of the city crumbled and fell. Reave had killed nearly two hundred innocent people in the few days that he’d had them.

      The Magistrate was among the casualties. He never emerged from his room after the original message telling everyone to retreat into the “bunker” in the desert was sent. The Magistrate was found dead, slumped against his bed with his throat slit.

      With Reave and his communication-blocking magic gone, the remaining townsfolk were able to send a call for aid through their telegraph. It took nearly three days for a small barge to arrive bearing both soldiers and supplies from Steam Fortress.

      Among them was a doctor, who apparently assisted in nursing Angel back to health. He never got to meet the man, as both the soldiers and the doctor had departed by the time he woke up.
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        * * *

      

      Angel sat on the edge of a rooftop, his legs swinging while he studied the heavily damaged city. Vanessa and Silver sat behind him. She was fiddling with her scribe again. Silver watched Angel with a placid expression.

      “And he just left?” Angel asked. “I don’t even remember what he looked like.”

      “That’s probably for the best,” Vanessa said. “He was pretty interested in your arm, but we wouldn’t let him mess with it.”

      “Thank you,” Angel said, running his hand over his stomach. There was a thin scar where Reave had stabbed him. Even with the improved regenerative abilities from the core, his body had been unable to completely heal itself from the brutal wound.

      He slid his eyepiece down and examined himself for the first time since waking up.

      
        
        Name: Angel

        Level: 64 [12%]

        Status: Mostly Healthy

        Information accuracy: 100%

        Strength: 12

        Intelligence: 25

        Nimbleness: 28 [+6]

        Toughness: 65 [+60]

        Comparative Rating [Adjusted]: Threat

        Weak point(s): Heart, Neck, Arteries… (100/100)

        Element(s): Steel, Star Fragment

        Magicore: None (68% Attunement)

        Features: [1/3]

      

      

      He’d nearly doubled his level. Silver was right – there was a lot of power that came from eating the core, but it just felt… wrong. The promise of magical strength was tempting, but Angel hadn’t survived this long as a Seeker by ignoring his instincts.

      “Silver, are there any other side effects from eating that core I should know about?”

      “You lived,” Silver said. “Stop complaining. And the only side effects are the ones I already told you. They’ll happen every time you eat a core.”

      “Every time?” Vanessa asked, her eyes widening. “And you do this often?”

      “Can’t get far without taking some risks,” Silver replied with a shrug. “The stronger you are, the less effect eating cores has and the smaller the chances of complications. Eat them enough and your body will get used to them. It’s barely an inconvenience now.”

      “And I bet they barely help at all either,” Angel said. “Wait – let me guess. Your body also gets stuck using cores, doesn’t it? It becomes the main way you can get stronger.”

      Silver’s brow lowered and he let out a sigh, giving Angel a single nod.

      “So when you kill monsters…”

      “It isn’t nearly as effective,” Silver admitted. “Monster cores work just as well, though. It’s a different method.”

      “Sure,” Angel said. “But I supposed it saved my life, so thank you. I’ll just think twice before trying it again.”

      Silver shrugged. Angel ran a hand along his chin, where a beard was starting to grow out. It had been a while since he’d had a chance to shave.

      “Vanessa, what do you know of the Reawakening? Have you ever read about them?”

      “A little,” Vanessa said, pressing her lips together in thought. “Not much, though. I wasn’t all that interested in cults. I know they wanted to bring back Old World Magic, and their members are considered highly dangerous. They’ve killed magistrates before.”

      “And now they’ve done that again,” Angel said, frowning. “Something tells me they haven’t gotten any Buried Gods awakened before, though.”

      “Not that I read about,” Vanessa said.

      “You have to wonder, if they got this one active, do you think they got the others as well?” Silver asked. “We couldn’t have been unlucky enough to stumble across the only members of the Reawakening in the desert.”

      “We’ll find out soon enough,” Angel said. “My job is just to get Vanessa to Molten Ridges. After we do that, I can worry about doing something to oppose them.”

      “I thought you wanted to bring Old World Magic back?” Silver asked.

      “I do,” Angel replied. “But not like that. The innocent shouldn’t have to die for my goals. The Reawakening is wrong, and there’s no reason to bring the Buried Gods back. The legends say they were weapons of war, not creation. That’s what nearly destroyed magic in the first place – and that’s one thing that should have remained in the past.”

      “Are you going to try to stop them?” Vanessa pressed. “I thought you just want to bring Old World Magic back?”

      “I do, and I’ve got to do it before they do. They’re going to end up blowing half the Barren up, but you saw what happened when I fought Reave. I can’t stop them on my own. Maybe I can try to find enough Old World Magic to arm people against them,” Angel said with a bitter laugh. He brushed his pants off and rose to his feet. “Don’t forget that you’re still in danger. The Magistrate of Brineview hasn’t given up his search for you, so we need to keep moving.”

      Vanessa nodded. “What about the people here?”

      “They’ll live,” Angel said, shrugging. “We saved as many of them as we could. That’s more of a surprise than anything else. If Reave wanted to, he could have had the Buried God destroy the city.”

      “I’d ask if he might not be evil, but he sacrificed a ton of people,” Vanessa said. “Why would he just leave?”

      “I think he didn’t care,” Angel replied. “His goal was the Buried God, and he got it. He won. There was no reason for him to waste time with the rest of the city. It’s not like any of them could do anything to him anyway.”

      “It does bring up a good point, though,” Silver said, cracking his neck. “We’re all too weak. You especially, Vanessa.”

      “She shouldn’t have to be strong,” Angel said. “She’s a student, Silver. Not a Seeker. Not a Hunter.”

      “And yet she wants to save people’s lives. That doesn’t happen for free, girl,” Silver said. “You’ve got to pay in blood, and you don’t have enough to give. Death is always by your side in the Barren, and you can’t save everyone. Next time you come across trouble, what if your pet Seeker isn’t there? What would you do?”

      “Try to help of course,” Vanessa said, crossing her arms. “That’s what any decent person would do.”

      “You’re right,” Silver agreed. “A decent person would try to help. That’s why there aren’t many decent people left in the Barren. They all died trying to poke their nose in where it didn’t belong. If you don’t have the strength to back your convictions, you’ll just get yourself killed on your next stunt.”

      “Are you saying I should just become a selfish asshole like you and only worry about myself?”

      “That would probably be for the best.” Silver smirked. “But I doubt you’d do that. I recognize your kind. Idealistic. See the good in everything, even when you’re in the darkness. I knew a man like that, at one point. He wasn’t half bad.”

      Despite herself, Vanessa glanced up at the former bandit. “Knew?”

      “Died in the desert,” Silver said, nodding at the gauntlet on Vanessa’s hand. “You put a bolt of energy through his neck.”

      She blinked, her face falling. “How could he have been good? You were slavers!”

      “We were doing a job,” Silver corrected. “And I hold no grudge for his death. It’s the way of the Barren. I don’t think he would have held one either. He always hated the retrieval missions, but money is money. He wasn’t quite good enough to quit.”

      Vanessa stared down at the city below them. “What was his name?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Silver said, rising to his feet. “He’s dead, and his worthless ideals with him. You want to do anything about it, get strong enough to defend the worthless little creatures that you’re so willing to give our lives for.”

      “How? You want me to eat human cores?”

      “Magical power isn’t everything,” Silver scoffed. “It’s important, and you’re disgustingly weak, but you lack training as much as you do power. Get Angel to show you the ropes. He already promised—”

      “No,” Vanessa said, her eyes hardening. “Angel, I know you said you’d teach me, but I’ve got a different request. I want Silver to teach me.”

      “What?” Silver asked, choking. “Seriously?”

      “I’m already teaching her Tinkering,” Angel observed. “You’ve tried out being a good guy. Maybe teaching will be your next thing.”

      “While it might be entertaining, I don’t think she can even handle my training methods,” Silver said, crossing his arms. “I’m no tutor for the pampered nobility, girl.”

      “We’ve already covered this,” Vanessa said, scrambling to her feet and standing nose to nose with him. Angel watched them with an amused expression. Silver had clearly already made his mind up – and the Seeker suspected he’d done so long before this conversation. “You say I’m too weak, then I say I can handle it. How about less talk and more training?”

      “Interesting,” Silver said. “Angel, how long do we have before we leave?”

      “I was originally going to say we should leave now, but I think we can spare an hour or so,” Angel permitted. “I don’t think it’ll change anything, and unless any of you have seen Lilian, we still need to find her.”

      “And you understand that I’m in a bit of a bad mood?” Silver double-checked. “You won’t be trained by a gentleman like I’m sure you’re used to. I’ll treat you like a crewmember.”

      “I can do it.”

      “Perfect,” Silver said. “This won’t even take half that. Come, Vanessa. Let’s see if your conviction is worth any more than your ideals.”

      He spun, striding down the stairs at the middle of the roof. Vanessa darted after him, fuming. With a chuckle, Angel followed them at a much more leisurely pace. His body was almost completely recovered, but small twinges of phantom pain occasionally still shot through his stomach from the scar.

      Angel found them face to face in the small courtyard outside the house they’d taken up residence in. It was about fifty feet on each side, and there wasn’t much rubble scattered around.

      A small portion of the house’s walls were missing and the inside was completely ruined. Before the Buried God had arrived, Angel suspected the house probably belonged to a rather successful merchant or someone related to the Magistrate.

      He sat down on the far end of the courtyard and put his chin in his palm as Silver paced in a circle around Vanessa.

      “Take this off,” he said, sliding the gauntlet off her wrist with a single motion and tossing it to Angel. “Your stance is horrible.”

      He repositioned Vanessa’s feet with his right foot, clicking his tongue in annoyance. “You stand like a tree. Sway a little bit. Get limber. If you get hit, move with it. Don’t just stand there and take it at full force.”

      Silver took a fighting stance in front of her, shifting his weight onto the balls of his feet and swaying slightly. “What are your hands doing at your sides? Lot of good they’ll do you there. Put them up.”

      Vanessa followed his instructions to the best of her ability. Silver corrected her several more times. To her credit, she learned quickly and it wasn’t long before her stance wasn’t all that different from Silver’s.

      “Good enough,” Silver said. “We’re ready to start. Remember, this will continue until you decide you’ve had enough. All you have to do is say ‘I give up,’ and it stops.”

      “As if,” Vanessa snapped. “What’s next?”

      Silver drove his fist into her stomach. Vanessa doubled over, coughing and gasping for air. She staggered back, glaring at him.

      “Dodge or block,” Silver said. “You stood there. Get back into your stance.”

      Vanessa’s eyes burned with such intensity that Angel could have lit a wick with them. Vanessa raised her hands again and Silver swept her feet out from under her, dropping her with a thud.

      “Get up.”

      Vanessa scrambled to her feet. As soon as her hands were up, she was on the ground once again, a new bruise forming on the side of her face. She spat on the ground and rose back up to her feet, throwing a punch at Silver’s face.

      He knocked the blow away dismissively and sent a vicious uppercut into her stomach. Angel could tell he was holding back by the fact that the punch hadn’t lifted Vanessa off the ground, but he felt for her nonetheless.

      A part of him wanted to stop Silver, but Vanessa had asked for this. If she actually managed to pick something up from him, it would do her a lot of good.

      Boots scuffed against metal behind him. Angel turned as Lilian appeared from within the house and made her way over to stand beside him. She’d ditched the rags she’d worn since escaping the bandit barge, swapping them for plain but well-made travel clothes. “What’s going on?”

      “Vanessa asked Silver to train her,” Angel said. His words were punctuated by a loud thud as Vanessa fell onto her back once again. “It’s going about as well as one would expect.”

      “Good for her,” Lilian said. “Bettering oneself is important. She’ll thank herself for it so long as she survives.”

      “As long as she survives,” Angel agreed, watching her carefully. Reave’s words still bounced around in his head. “Where have you been?”

      “Wandering around the town and seeing the extent of the damage, mostly,” Lilian replied. “There wasn’t much interesting to do after you passed out.”

      “That’s probably a good thing,” Angel said. “Interesting things have a way of causing problems. We’ll be heading out again pretty soon. Anything you need to wrap up here?”

      “No,” Lilian said. “I’ve got nothing in this city – if you can still call it that.”

      Her words were punctuated by Silver’s fist slamming into Vanessa’s stomach again. This time, she tumbled into the wall. She lay there for a moment, dazed, but pushed herself up again.

      “Give up,” Silver said. “You have no talent for this.”

      “You’re trying to scare me off by beating the shit out of me,” Vanessa said, raising her hands. Her voice was nasally. “It won’t work.”

      Silver’s eyes narrowed and he jabbed at her stomach. Vanessa stepped aside and the blow passed her harmlessly.

      “Hah! See? I can—”

      Silver punched her in the stomach with his other hand. “Dodging one attack does not mean you’ve won the fight. The moment your pride starts creeping into your actions, your opponent will win.”

      The training, if it could really be called that, went on for another hour. By the end of it, Vanessa was gasping for air and bruised in every place imaginable. She hadn’t surrendered or stayed down for more than a few seconds. To his credit, after he saw her resolve, Silver started explaining what he was doing and teaching it to Vanessa. Even so, it was more of a slaughter than anything else.

      Silver finally lowered his hands, catching Vanessa’s fist as she tried to punch him in the face. “Enough. You’ll make no further progress today. There is only so much you can learn at once, and your body is at its limit.”

      Vanessa glowered at him. She let her hands fall but didn’t take her eyes off Silver.

      He laughed. “Good. Be wary. Suspect every move I make. That is how you become a dangerous fighter. If you know what I’m about to do before I do it, you can use it to your advantage. Don’t expect to do it anytime soon, though. It takes people years to learn that skill, and you’ve got a week or two at the most before we get to Molten Ridges.”

      “Are you in good enough shape to travel?” Lilian asked.

      Vanessa nodded. “I’ll be fine.”

      “You’re going to need some more magical energy if you want to recover at a rate fast enough to keep training like this,” Silver said. “I won’t force you to choose how, but either start hunting or start eating cores. So long as you don’t eat a core as powerful as the one that Angel ate, you probably won’t have the problems that he did.”

      “How long would it take me to get to your level by hunting monsters?” Vanessa asked.

      “Years,” Lilian answered. “At least. If you were incredibly gifted, that is. If you weren’t… you might never. You’d probably end up getting killed first. There are not many people in the Barren that reach Silver’s level.”

      “Then give me a core,” Vanessa said, thrusting her hand out.

      “Hold on there,” Angel said, rising to his feet. “They’re dangerous. You saw what happened when I ate one.”

      “Not your decision to make,” Silver said. “She’s a big girl. The risk of using cores is much lower if you’re not eating a core from someone powerful.”

      “That doesn’t mean they’re safe,” Angel said. “You could die. Just like that. For no reason. Just… kaput. No more Vanessa.”

      “That could happen at any time anyway,” Vanessa said. “The Magistrate of Brineview could send an assassin. Some monster could eat us. A Buried God could step on the city. At least this way, I’ll have the chance to control my own fate and I might be able to help other people.”

      “I’ve still got to get you to Molten Ridges alive. I’m responsible for your safety,” Angel pointed out.

      “If we get attacked by some other dangerous creature on the way and I get killed, the result is the same,” Vanessa replied. “I don’t want to be dead weight anymore, Angel.”

      Angel opened his mouth. Then he closed it, shaking his head. Vanessa was young, but she wasn’t a child. If she was dead set on a path, there wasn’t anything he could do to change it. On top of that, it didn’t help that he’d eaten a core to boost his own power.

      Silver reached into his pack and pulled out a small grey orb. He put it into Vanessa’s palm. “This is from one of the weak bandits on the barge. It’ll hurt, but chances are you won’t even pass out. Don’t take it until we’re on the move – I don’t want to waste time here when we don’t need to.”

      “Thank you,” Vanessa said.

      Silver shrugged, then hesitated for a few seconds before finally speaking. “Vincent.”

      “Huh?”

      “The man that you remind me of,” Silver said. “His name was Vincent.”
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      “Are you feeling good enough to ride your skates?” Angel asked a few minutes after the training had finished. “Silver worked you pretty hard, and the last thing we need is you collapsing in the middle of the Barren.”

      “I’m fine,” Vanessa said, grabbing a waterskin from her bag and taking a drink. “Bruises won’t stop me from traveling. And couldn’t we just take a chopper the rest of the way?”

      “Depends on Angel,” Lilian said.

      “Huh?” Angel asked. “Why?”

      “Their power source isn’t anything we’ve seen,” Silver put in. “For that matter, we can’t actually find their power source. Half of the choppers won’t turn on again. A few other Seekers have already taken a glance, but I figure you’re the one that has any chance of actually figuring it out.”

      “Well, I’m not going to pass up the opportunity to take a look at anything that was part of a Buried God,” Angel said, rising to his feet. “Bring me to them.”

      The choppers were a short walk from the city. Many of them hadn’t survived. More than a few had damaged rotors and rested at odd angles that didn’t give Angel much optimism for their chances of getting back into the sky.

      “Here,” Silver said, stopping beside a chopper that didn’t have any obvious problems. “This one should have been functional, but it won’t turn on.”

      Angel walked in a circle around the chopper. Despite the tech being hundreds of years old at the minimum, it didn’t really look that different from modern choppers. It was, unsurprisingly, made entirely of metal.

      The rotors at the top didn’t seem to be broken, and when Angel peered inside the craft, the controls all seemed to be in good shape. He pulled the door open and climbed inside, scanning the chopper’s innards.

      Faint gray lines ran through the floor. Angel knelt, following them with a finger. They converged on the back of the chopper, at a small indent in the ground. He pressed his hand against it, searching for a way to pry the metal back.

      His fingers found a well-concealed lip and he pulled it back. The plate came free with a small screech, revealing a dark box. It was about the size of his head, with lines of Old World Magic running all over it.

      Angel took care to keep his right arm far away from the box as he examined it. It didn’t take much deciphering for him to grow relatively certain that the box was a battery of sorts. However, he couldn’t find the location where it was meant to be charged.

      “Find anything?” Silver asked from outside.

      “Yeah,” Angel replied, setting the plate down and hopping back down onto the sand. “Pretty sure they’re powered by a battery. No clue where the power inlet is, though.”

      He walked around the chopper and knelt behind it, examining the back of the aircraft. There were two holes about the size of his fingers that looked like they lined up with the box.

      “Scratch that,” Angel said. “Found where it charges. The problem is that I’ve got no idea what type of energy it takes or how it’s meant to be put in.”

      “You’ve got a relic in your arm,” Silver said. “I’m sure you can figure something out, no?”

      “If it was that easy, everyone would do it,” Angel grumbled. “And please stop broadcasting that I’ve got a relic to everyone in the city. I tried to keep it secret for a reason.”

      “Sure. I’ll let the giant glowing tubes and flashy lights do that for you,” Silver said, leaning against the chopper and peering down at Angel as he worked. “So, how’s it look?”

      “I just started,” Angel replied. Needles emerged from his fingertips and he tapped them against the strange ports at the back of the ship. Using a small orb of magic for light, Angel examined the faint lines of Old World Magic that lined the inside of the holes. He ignored Silver’s inquisitive gaze, and several minutes passed by in relative silence.

      Angel rocked back with an annoyed huff. “There’s no power source. You’re right. The box is a battery, and I’m certain it charges through these two ports. The problem is that I understand most of the runes here, and none of them convert energy.”

      “Which is a problem because…” Silver cocked an eyebrow.

      “The box doesn’t charge on any magic that I recognize,” Angel replied. “The power source can’t be electricity. It’s far too inefficient – the chopper would never take off. It doesn’t take canisters and I didn’t see a spot to charge it with Old World Magic either.”

      “Well, it’s got to take something,” Vanessa said.

      “I never would have guessed,” Angel said, rolling his eyes. “But I don’t know what that something might be. I could probably modify it to run on an alternate source of energy.”

      “Seriously? The only people that know how to mess with choppers are high-ranking Tinkerers, and this one isn’t even a modern model,” Silver said. “You know enough to modify it?”

      “It’s not a question of if I can do it, just how long it’ll take,” Angel replied. “We’ll need to find an alternate power source and some parts. After we get those, it could take a week for me to convert it safely.”

      “That’s too long,” Lilian said, shaking her head. “Word of the Buried God has already started to spread. If you want to get Vanessa anywhere safely, you can count your days of unhindered travel on one hand.”

      “Hold on,” Silver said. “The Seeker said ‘completely safe.’ Let’s just say the chopper was… oh, fifty percent safe?”

      A small grin tugged at Angel’s lips. “How does tonight sound?”

      “Much more to my tastes,” Silver said. “I don’t care to meet my former employer anytime soon. It’ll remind me of all the money I’ve lost helping you.”

      “That was the bandits’ fault,” Angel said with a shrug. “But I still need components. Luckily, we’re in an airship graveyard, so a lot of what I’ll need should be here. Something tells me all these ships are built in a similar style. Even so, I doubt there’s a power source.”

      “So you need an artifact?” Vanessa asked. “What about that orb that you found in the Great Catacomb?”

      “Why do I have to keep sacrificing my toys?” Angel complained. “Don’t any of you have something? I haven’t even gotten a chance to figure out what the orb does!”

      “You’ll find a new one later,” Silver said. “Besides, there’s no guarantee the orb blows up. Maybe the chopper will get us safely to our destination without draining it completely and you can mess with it then.”

      Angel pierced Silver with an unimpressed glare. “We’ll be lucky if this chopper makes it halfway to Molten Ridges before dropping out of the sky. Go be useful and get some parachutes from the choppers in the city’s hangar, just in case. I’m sure they won’t mind giving us a few.”

      Silver shrugged and started back to the city. Lilian followed him. Angel made his way to another chopper with Vanessa at his heels. It sat at an angle and the landing gear was completely ruined, but the hull seemed to be in decent shape. He reared back and thrust his hand into the back of the ship, peeling a plate of metal away and revealing its innards.

      Angel pulled apart sizable portions of the ship, collecting any parts that weren’t rusty or damaged and tossing the rest in a pile. Most of what he found wasn’t of much use, but he was able to locate a few plates with lines of Old World Magic that hadn’t been completely ruined.

      After repeating the process on several other choppers, Angel returned to their original one lugging a jumble of metal, glass, and tubes. He set it down in the sand and got to work, carefully twisting the metal into shape with the enhanced strength of his arm.

      “What are you doing?” Vanessa asked.

      “Building a power converter,” Angel replied, sealing two pieces of metal together with the scribe functionality of his right arm. “A very rushed one.”

      “How? The same way you make a canister?”

      “Pretty similar, actually,” Angel said. “Just a lot less reactive. I don’t want this going boom from a small impact. I’m doing something similar to what I’ve got in my arm. I know those runes well enough to trust that they’ll function after I mix them up. For a little, at least.”

      Angel assembled several other parts, creating a box about the size of his head. He connected a tube to the front of it, carefully drawing runes along its side with a fingertip. They glimmered against the dull bronze and a droplet of sweat trickled down Angel’s forehead.

      “Do you have the orb?”

      Vanessa pulled it out of her bag. Angel took it with his left hand, then carefully placed the artifact inside the box. He examined the runes again, then drew the inverse on the backside of the airship around the charging port.

      “Is that really going to work?” Vanessa asked.

      “Of course it will,” Angel said, sealing a plate over the orb and drawing several new runes along the outside of the box. They wrapped around, spiraling down to the tube protruding from it. “The question is how long it’ll last.”

      “That really isn’t reassuring,” Vanessa said. Despite the doubt in her words, Angel could feel her gaze tracking every rune he made. He knew enough about her impressive memory to know that she’d probably gotten a reasonably solid grasp of what he’d done, even if she didn’t know why he was doing it.

      “You’ll thank me when I save us a week of travel through the center of the Barren,” Angel said, fitting the tube against the port on the airship. The size was mismatched, so he held it in place with his knees while he sealed the metal together with his hand. “We’re lucky to have seen so few monsters, but don’t count on that luck lasting.”

      Angel slowly scooted back. The connection held. Vanessa leaned down, examining it with a critical eye. “You only connected one side.”

      “It’s not ready to make a full circuit. I need to make sure it’s all put together close enough to work before I commit, or I risk blowing the artifact up and getting nothing in return.”

      Angel pressed a small spark of magic against the back of the box. It let out a low hum. The runes he’d drawn on it started to light up one by one, traveling down the tube and into the back of the ship.

      One of the runes on the box flickered. A frown crossed Angel’s face and he let the magic fade before examining the box. He made a small change to it, then repeated the process.

      This time, three runes flickered and one nearly went out completely. He muttered under his breath as he looked over all the runes again, trying to find the problem. The more he focused on the box, the more the outside world faded away.

      Someone put a hand on his shoulder. Angel jolted, ripped from his contemplative stupor. Lilian and Silver had rejoined them, and they each had two tarp bags in their hands.

      “How’s it going?” Silver asked.

      “It was going great until you interrupted me,” Angel grumbled. “This is harder than it looks.”

      “That’s probably for the best,” Silver said. “It doesn’t look very hard.”

      Angel turned his nose up at the man and glanced back at the box. He blinked. With a groan, he drew another line on an incorrectly drawn rune, completing it. When he raised the orb of magic to the box once again, it lit up with a hum once more. This time, all of the runes remained at the same intensity without fluctuation.

      “You made a glow light?” Silver asked.

      “Spare me your sass,” Angel said. “This means the converter is working.”

      “That easily?” Lilian asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Well, it actually means that the converter isn’t going to blow up immediately,” Angel admitted. “The working part might be a bit overzealous, but progress is progress.”

      “Go on, then,” Silver said. “Does it do a dance for us next?”

      Angel wrinkled his nose and pulled the magic back, allowing the runes to fade away. He grabbed another tube from the pile and attached one end to the box and the other to the remaining port on the ship.

      He went back over the runes twice more, making small adjustments and ensuring he hadn’t missed anything too important.

      “Okay. This should be functional,” Angel said. “I don’t know how much time it’ll buy us, and I wouldn’t bet on the chopper ever flying again. As soon as you’re ready, I’ll activate it. Once it charges, we’ll want to be off immediately.”

      Silver pulled the chopper’s door open and tossed his bags in. Lilian followed suit on the other side. The captain hopped into the pilot’s seat and peered back out at Angel. “We’re ready. Get this thing off the ground.”

      Lilian and Vanessa both climbed inside as well. Angel swallowed and brought the spark of magic back to his hand. He brought it up to the box. The runes blinked on with a delicate whine.

      A faint halo of light coalesced around his contraption. Angel’s hair stood on end as the energy coursing through the device before him flared. He watched it carefully, ready to grab it with his mechanical arm and rip the power out of it before it could explode if anything went wrong.

      The box settled into a rhythm, the energy around it pulsing at a steady pace. It grew warm, but in the rapidly chilling night, it was a welcome change. Minutes passed, the only sound being the hum of the converter.

      “It’s working,” Silver announced, sounding surprised as lights blinked to life within the chopper’s cabin. “I didn’t think you’d actually do it, but the dashboard is running again!”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Angel said. He slowly moved his hand back, taking the spark of magic with it. The device didn’t stop running. “It’s self-sustaining. For now, at least. Let’s get moving.”

      Angel pulled himself aboard and slid into the co-pilot’s seat. Silver pushed a lever forward and flicked several switches. The lights turned off and the rotors above them churned to life. The airship took to the sky, kicking up a small sandstorm beneath them.

      “Don’t take us too high,” Angel warned. “I don’t know how long we’ll have after the converter fails. I’m pretty sure this is going to fry anything delicate, and then some.”

      “Don’t you mean if the converter fails?” Silver asked, pushing the lever farther forward. The desert blurred beneath them as the chopper accelerated.

      “No,” Angel said. “When. It’s going to give out. I don’t understand this chopper’s make enough to create something that wouldn’t damage it eventually. It’s just a matter of time, so make sure we’ve got time to abandon ship if everything goes south at once.”

      “Noted,” Silver said. He pressed several buttons on the dashboard, then frowned as a screen popped up in front of him. The captain pressed another button, then two more. A map formed and he let out a grunt. “Damn old technology. I’ve got no idea why nobody’s updated these things since the Great War.”

      “This map is worthless,” Angel said, squinting at it. “It’s completely outdated. I don’t think the Barren has looked like this in hundreds of years. Look at that – are those trees?”

      Silver glanced down at it. He snorted. “Would you look at that? Too bad they aren’t still there. We could have made a fortune finding wood anywhere outside the Ring.”

      “The Magistrates would have already taken it if it existed,” Angel said, shrugging. “They can have their wood. I’m much more interested in stuff that actually does something.”

      They fell into silence. Lilian occasionally offered up directions and Silver corrected their course.

      As it got dark, Vanessa pressed her face against the back window. “The Barren is kind of beautiful at night when you’re this high up.”

      “It looks a lot better when you don’t have to worry about monsters,” Angel said. “Not many of them can get us in the air.”

      “Speaking of dealing with monsters, now would be a good time to eat the core,” Silver said. “Unless Angel thinks this ship is going down within the next few hours.”

      “It probably won’t,” Angel said, his brow tightening. “We’re about as safe as we’re going to get for the next week or so.”

      Vanessa nodded and reached into her pack for the small gray orb. She visibly braced herself and popped it into her mouth.

      She grimaced, then swallowed, gagging immediately after. “That tasted horrible.”

      “You’ll live. I’d recommend you go to sleep. You can avoid most of the symptoms if you do,” Silver said. “And you might as well get some rest while you can.”

      Vanessa glanced at Angel. He nodded. She leaned her pack against the wall and rested her head against it, closing her eyes.

      “You can sleep as well,” Silver said to Angel. “We’re just flying in a straight line. I can wake you up if something goes wrong. Lilian can keep me company so I don’t fall asleep myself.”

      Angel grunted. Silver had been amiable, and the man hadn’t given him any reason to doubt him. Even so, wounds were still fresh.

      He sighed. There was no way for him to stay awake for the rest of the trip. He’d have to trust everyone eventually, and Silver had shown his willingness to help in the Buried God. He couldn’t let Cowl’s betrayal haunt him forever.

      His thoughts drifted to Lilian. She’d been nothing but helpful, but a nagging suspicion had wormed into his mind. Confronting her about it now wouldn’t help any of them, but if he was right, so long as he played his hand well, his goals would be closer than ever. Angel leaned forward, resting his head in his arms, and let the tension ease out of his body. The heat of his arm slowly lulled him to sleep.

      Something warm washed across Angel’s head and arm. He blinked, groaning and slowly glancing up. Sunlight streamed through the windows as it rose behind them, banishing the sharp chill of the night.

      His face was a bit sore from his sleeping position. Vanessa and Lilian were both asleep in the backseat, leaning against each other. Silver had slumped back in his chair, resting his head on his hand as he steered the chopper with the other.

      “Rise and shine,” Silver said. “Sleep like a baby?”

      “It wasn’t half bad,” Angel admitted, looking out of the window. “No trouble, I take it?”

      “Nothing of note,” Silver replied. “A few monsters on the desert floor that looked a bit too interested in us, but none that were fast or strong enough to catch the chopper. I would have liked to fly a bit higher, but I kept us nice and low.”

      “Good,” Angel said. “And the chopper is still functioning like you’d expect it to? No unexpected bumps or noises?”

      “Nothing. She sails like a boat in water.”

      “Have you ever been on a boat?”

      “No, but I presume that this is what it would feel like,” Silver said, shrugging. “Someone else is going to have to learn how to fly this, though. I’m going to need some sleep myself.”

      “I can do it,” Lilian said, blinking awake and hiding a yawn. “I was watching what you did. I think that, as long as we’re moving in the same direction, I can probably handle it.”

      “You’re promoted to captain,” Silver said, slipping out from his chair. “Choppers practically fly themselves once you get them off the ground. Just don’t steer us into a mountain and wake me up if we need to touch down. Landing safely is the hard part.”

      They quickly swapped spaces, Lilian jumping into the captain’s chair while Silver splayed out as much as he could in the small quarters, resting his arms over his eyes. The chopper shuddered slightly at the movement, but as soon as Lilian had her hand on the lever and nobody was moving, it returned to normal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWENTY-NINE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Angel settled back down, content to take some much needed rest and watch the desert rolling beneath them. The day passed uneventfully. Silver woke up at sunset and took the pilot’s seat again.

      Vanessa managed to sleep through all of it. Her face occasionally creased with pain, but she looked to be having a better time of things than Angel had. The next few days were much of the same. She woke after two more nights, weary and mildly queasy but no worse for the wear.

      None of them were much in the mood for conversation, so little was said. On the fifth day, right as dusk started to fall, a small spark flashed on the dashboard. Angel and Silver both jerked their heads down toward where it had come from.

      “I don’t think I imagined that,” Silver said. “Bad news, I take it?”

      “Almost certainly,” Angel said. “We’re on borrowed time now. How long would it take us to safely land this thing from our current height?”

      “A few minutes at most,” Silver replied. “Why? Do you think we should abandon ship already?”

      “We’ve probably got a bit more time, but don’t count on it,” Angel said. The chopper’s floor rumbled under his feet, punctuating his words. “Take us down.”

      Silver moved the lever and the chopper started to descend. The desert drew closer below them, the sloping dunes changing from a flat line to hills. They swept in on top of a large dune and more sparks burst from the dashboard.

      The landing gear bit the sand and the screen blinked off. They slid a short distance forward and then rocked back, coming to a complete stop. Silver kicked the door open and hopped to the sand.

      Angel got out and went to the back of the airship so he could examine his box. It looked the same as it had when he first attached it. He gently detached the tubes connecting it to the back of the ship.

      Magic sparked and hissed around him, but it vanished into the purple lightning that leaped from Angel’s arm. He took several steps away from the chopper and gestured for the others to do the same.

      “Let’s not tempt fate,” Angel said, prying the box open. “The battery probably has some charge left in it, and damaged tech has a way of exploding. We should get a move on.”

      The orb rested within it was miraculously unbroken. With a wide grin, Angel pulled it free with his left hand and tossed it into his travel pack.

      “We didn’t even need the parachutes,” Silver said, sounding slightly disappointed.

      “Maybe next time,” Lilian suggested with a laugh. “Although we’re only a few days out from Molten Ridges. The chopper saved a lot of time.”

      “Don’t let your guard down,” Angel said. “We’ll have more than enough chances to get killed on our way there. We’re still in the center of the Barren.”

      The others nodded, all getting their artifacts out as Angel laid his board down on the sand before him. He shook off his legs, trying to wake his muscles back up after days of sitting in a cabin, and then hopped onto the board.

      Stars in the darkening sky overhead twinkled above them. Angel squinted up at them. It took a little time to get a bearing on his position, but he was pretty sure that Lilian was telling the truth.

      “If you would, Lilian,” Angel said. “Your artifact is practically cheating.”

      She smirked at him before her skates lit up and she took off across the desert sand. Angel leaned forward, joining Silver and Vanessa as they shot after her. The chopper faded into the distance behind them.

      The group traveled for several more hours before finally slowing to a stop at the top of a small valley. Moonlight glittered down on them, illuminating the desert in a silvery hue. Angel hopped off his board, settling down and pulling the blanket from his travel pack. He flopped onto it with a sigh.

      “Feel any different?” Silver asked Vanessa as they put their belongings beside Angel.

      “Tired, mostly,” Vanessa said. “I’m not sure the core did all that much.”

      “It was a small one,” Silver replied. “Unless you want to flip a coin like Angel, you don’t jump straight into eating huge cores until you’ve acclimated to them. But, if you’re feeling normal…”

      The captain shifted into a fighting stance. Vanessa’s eyes widened and she barely managed to drop into her own stance before Silver swept her feet out from beneath her. She rolled to the side and sprang back up, bouncing from foot to foot.

      “Your hands are too high,” Silver advised, jabbing her in the stomach. Vanessa grunted, managing to stay upright as she skipped back. As she and Silver traded blows, Lilian sat down beside Angel.

      “Never thought he would actually care about the safety of someone he wanted to kidnap a few weeks ago,” Angel said.

      “Vanessa is quite endearing,” Lilian said. “She just has a way of getting people to care, I suppose.”

      Silver drove a fist into Vanessa’s side, sending her tumbling across the sand. She rolled out of the way as he kicked the air where she’d been standing, then tried to uppercut him on the way back up.

      He caught her strike with a hand, yanking her arm out of the way and kicking her in the chest. Vanessa tried to spin with the strike, resulting in an awkward tumble that freed her from Silver’s grasp and put a few feet between them.

      “And she’s not doing too bad either,” Angel admitted. “She picked up fighting faster than I did.”

      “She probably had a better teacher,” Lilian pointed out. “I hadn’t met Silver, but I had heard of him before we met. I’m shocked you managed to convince him to join you – he’s renowned for being a dangerous bandit. Add that to the constant stress and getting trapped in the desert. You can’t be surprised that his barbaric methods are that effective.”

      “Effective maybe,” Angel said. “But she didn’t have a better teacher.”

      Lilian raised an eyebrow, but Angel didn’t let her press the question. He removed the orb from his pack and turned it over, examining the smooth surface for any imperfections. Tiny sparks of purple electricity crackled across his metal arm, which he made sure to keep a healthy distance away from the orb.

      “Did it survive the trip?” Lilian asked after a short pause.

      “I think so,” Angel said, running his hand along it. A thin, almost imperceptible seam ran around its center. Aside from that, it was completely smooth. “Only time and research will tell.”

      The sounds of fighting faded around him as Angel focused on the artifact in his lap. He traced the seam with his scribe, sending a thin stream of weak magical energy into it and leaving a faint blue line in the tool’s wake.

      With a hiss, the two halves of the sphere split, revealing a copper tube inscribed with Old World Magic on the inside. Angel grinned in victory and set to work identifying the runes he knew and memorizing all the ones he didn’t.

      At some point, Silver and Vanessa stopped fighting and moved over to sit beside them. If they said anything, Angel didn’t hear it. He prodded at the artifact for hours, using the moon and the orange light from his eyepiece to illuminate the orb.

      A yawn forced its way through Angel’s lips. He sighed, carefully closing the orb with a snap and returning it to his bag. Everyone other than Silver had already gotten into their sleeping bags.

      “How’s she doing?” Angel whispered, nodding at Vanessa.

      “Better than I would have expected a noble brat to,” Silver replied. “If I had more time, she could have become an incredible fighter.”

      “You could always stay with her at Molten Ridges,” Angel said. “I’m certain that her mom set up some form of protection for her there, but it’ll be far from safe. She might even be willing to pay you, so long as you don’t mention the whole kidnapping thing too much.”

      Silver scoffed. “Reduced to a glorified bodyguard.”

      “Nothing wrong with protecting people. It’s a nice change of pace from killing them.”

      Silver didn’t respond to that immediately. He shook his head and gestured to Angel’s bag. “And what of you? Figuring out the world’s secrets?”

      “Doing my best to. This one seems promising. Not a whole ton of protection from what I’ve found so far, so I might actually make some decent progress. Maybe even find something new.”

      Silver nodded thoughtfully. “I see. I’ll take first watch, then. Lilian volunteered for third, so you’ve been elected to take second.”

      “Fair enough,” Angel said with a wince. He wrapped his heavy blanket around himself and settled down, drifting off to sleep shortly after.

      Silver woke him several hours later, giving him a small nod before lying down himself. Angel scrunched his nose as he sat up, hugging himself with his metal arm to try and bring some warmth back into his body as a crisp wind danced through the camp.

      Angel considered examining the orb again, but he decided against it. He settled for sitting down in the center of the group and filling more canisters with magic. The first two hours of his watch passed quickly.

      He could feel the draw of sleep tugging at the back of his mind, but he pushed it down. Even so, his eyelids threatened to close. Angel shook his head, nearly missing a small blur of motion out of the corner of his eye.

      Blinking the sleep away, Angel squinted at the dune suspiciously. He flicked his eyepiece down and scanned the area. Faint traces of magical energy showed up along the dune and surrounding sand, but there was no sign of anything else.

      His arm whirred, a canister loading itself into place as Angel watched the desert warily. The hours passed, but whatever it had been showed no signs of revealing itself again. He prodded Lilian awake, informing her of what he’d seen before trudging back to his blanket and wrapping himself up.

      Whatever the creature had been must have chosen not to bother them, as he wasn’t woken again that night. The following morning, after a quick breakfast, Silver and Vanessa spent a short while training. Even after the fight the previous day, the former bandit showed no intentions of going easy on Vanessa.

      The day passed quickly and without trouble. When they set up camp again that night, Angel reviewed Vanessa’s scribework with her. Her practice had started to pay dividends, and while she was far from being as good as Angel, her lines were more than passable.

      Angel began teaching her the most basic pattern to imprint in a canister – his lightning bolt. After firm instructions not to try anything without him, he returned to bed. The next few days passed in much the same manner. Vanessa trained with Silver in the morning and Angel in the evening, traveling in between.

      The occasional monster attacked them, but they were lucky enough to avoid any major predators of the desert. Nothing that attacked them posed much of a threat. Silver even had Vanessa handle a few on her own. She had to be bailed out more often than not, but she was getting stronger at an incredible rate. Silver’s brutal methods were disturbingly effective.

      Her progress with the scribe was slightly slower, but still impressive. After three days, she was able to properly create a canister with a lightning spell. It wasn’t the best, but it was more than a start. Angel gave it a thorough inspection before declaring it safe, much to everyone’s delight. Even Silver cracked a small grin at that, although he hid it before Vanessa noticed.

      Angel had some success of his own. The same night that Vanessa managed to create her first functional canister, the orb that he’d gotten from the Great Catacomb finally spilled its secrets.

      Faint blue light lit up Angel’s face as the two halves of the orb spun on either end of the metal tube. The orb lifted out of his hands. A slot opened within it and a beam washed over Angel.

      “Booting up. Please wait while Unit 912 refreshes its memory bank.” The words, spoken by a robotic female voice, were so soft that Angel could barely hear them.

      “Boot up successful. Memory banks zero through four corrupted. They have been wiped to ensure proper operation.” The voice grew louder with every word it spoke.

      “What is that?” Silver asked, eyeing the orb with one hand on his sword.

      “Shush,” Angel said, not glancing away from it. “It’s shiny.”

      “No current owner detected. Please provide a biological sample for the purposes of new owner identification,” the orb chimed. A thin needle emerged from the metal tube.

      Angel grimaced. He lifted his thumb to the needle and pressed into it, drawing a nick of blood. The needle retracted into the sphere.

      “Owner set. Please choose system access moniker. Please note that this change is not reversible.”

      “Ah… Angel?”

      “This name is already taken.”

      “Wonderful,” Angel muttered. “What about Awesome Seeker?”

      “Wonderful is not taken. Your System access moniker is now set. Initializing connection to System. Estimated time: two weeks.”

      The orb snapped back together and dropped out of the air. Angel caught it and the four of them stared at it.

      “Is that a System artifact?” Vanessa asked.

      “What gave that away?” Angel asked dryly. “A rather sarcastic one, given its choice of names.”

      “That could fetch you a pretty penny,” Silver observed. “If you hadn’t bound it to yourself, that is.”

      “That’s fine,” Angel replied with a shrug. “I’m not in it for the money, and I’d much rather have the artifact. My own System artifact was honestly a bit dated, so this is a good time for a replacement. I don’t think I’ll be taking this one apart. I’ve learned a few things from it already, and it might be better than my current artifact. It certainly seems smarter.”

      Vanessa reached into her bag and pulled out two disks and the tiny orb – the artifacts she’d gotten from the bandit barge. “Do you want these now?”

      “Don’t mind if I do,” Angel said, accepting them from Vanessa. He gave them a glance before tossing them into his bag. They were all covered with runes and lines of Old World Magic, but he was too tired to look further into them today.

      The days passed. The travelers pushed through the desert, over the endless dunes toward Molten Ridges. And after what felt like a week that would never end, obsidian walls appeared on the horizon.

      Mixed into the black rock were streaks of brilliant orange and red stone that glimmered like gemstones. It had been many years since Angel had last seen the city, but it looked exactly as he remembered.

      “Wow,” Vanessa breathed. The howl of the wind made it impossible to hear her words, but Angel could read her lips just fine – especially since he was thinking the exact same thing.

      Tall spires were scattered around Molten Ridges, which was easily as large as Bronze City. Several of them scraped a path through the faint clouds in the sky. As the group grew closer, the temperature rose.

      The sand became glassy and hard, accompanied by the smell of brimstone. Beyond Molten Ridges, the desert ended abruptly at an edge made of glimmering glass that dropped straight down for hundreds of feet. A pool beneath it was filled with bubbling lava. Tall metal arches surrounded the pool, faint blue energy glimmering between them.

      “It’s beyond me why anyone would ever build a city here,” Silver yelled over the wind.

      “Power,” Angel replied. “They harness the heat of the lava pool to power the city. It’s incredibly efficient and effective. There’s a reason that it’s one of the safest cities despite being in the center of the Barren. Not many things, human or monster, can stand up to a lava cannon and survive.”

      “Good thing I never tried robbing them,” Silver said. “I was seriously considering it. The nobles here are all wealthy little slime-grubs. I could have bought myself a new chopper and had coin to spare.”

      “Please control yourself. At least while we’re here together,” Angel said, rolling his eyes. Silver smirked at him, then cleared his throat. “There might be a few people that would recognize me here. I might need a disguise.”

      They all started to slow as the gates of the city came within walking distance. Angel hopped off his board and grabbed Cowl’s mask from its spot at his side. He tossed it to Silver. “Here. You might as well get some use out of this.”

      Silver examined it for a moment. “A little morbid, don’t you think?”

      Angel shrugged. “He promised to protect Vanessa. Just see this as a way for him to fulfill that promise.”

      Silver placed the mask over his face. It remained in place and Silver let out a small hum. His voice came out in the same staticky crackle that Cowl had always spoken in. “It fits well enough.”

      “That’s just weird,” Angel said. “I guess we know what was changing his voice now.”

      They continued across the hardened, semitranslucent sand until they stood directly before the towering gates of Molten Ridges. Two guards, each wearing black armor that looked like it was meant to protect a vehicle more than a person, tracked their approach. They were nearly two feet taller than Angel, and tubes ran to their limbs from massive canisters on their backs that glowed with orange energy. The guards both carried a thick gray staff with a spherical canister at the top. The group came to a stop before them.

      “Halt,” the guard on the left said. His voice was muffled by the helmet that covered his face. “Where do you hail from?”

      “Starfall,” Angel said. “That’s a new question. Why does it matter?”

      The guards exchanged a baffled look.

      “You traveled on foot, I take it?” the first guard asked. “That would explain it.”

      “Explain what?” Lilian demanded.

      “Eight towns have been attacked,” the same guard said, his hands tightening around his weapon. “The Buried Gods walk the Barren once more, and the group running them has a method of cloaking their location.”

      “Well, I did figure it was too coincidental for us to stumble into the only town with a Buried God,” Silver muttered under his breath so that only they could hear him. “This is worse than I thought, though.”

      “Do you know anything beyond that?” Angel asked.

      “Not much,” the second guard said, shaking his head. “It’s been havoc, but they haven’t struck since. We’re all just waiting for something to happen.”

      “And the Magistrates aren’t doing anything?” Vanessa asked.

      “They are, but nobody can locate the damn things. For all intents and purposes, they’ve vanished. Beyond that, I don’t know anything else. However, I can’t let you into the city unless you’ve got a concrete reason to be here. Magistrate’s orders.”

      “Relax, Vellon,” the other guard said, nodding at Vanessa. “They’re bringing a noble.”

      “How do you know there’s a noble?” Angel asked.

      The guard let out a dark laugh. “Your caution is commendable, but there’s nothing to worry about. Molten Ridges is a neutral zone – so long as those Buried Gods stay away from it. Political infighting is not tolerated. There’s nothing here for normal travelers, and you’ve got a girl barely old enough to drive an airship in your party.”

      Angel sighed and nodded.

      “As I thought. There’s no reason the group that revived the Buried Gods would come through the front entrance anyway,” the guard said, shaking his head. “The school is at the eastern section of the city, though. Just so you don’t have to ask someone for directions.”

      Angel didn’t respond to that. The guard moved to the side and gestured for them to continue. As they walked past the two, Angel forced himself not to cast a glance over his back. It seemed as if Molten Ridges was ready for them.
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      They walked through the streets, avoiding the thin metal grates puffing out gray steam along the gutters. Unlike many of the other towns in the Barren, the people that they passed were often unarmed.

      A nobleman wearing a tightly fitted blue shirt with a popped collar strode past them, sneering at Angel down the bridge of his rather long nose. The longer they were there, the more apparent it became that they were completely out of place.

      Almost everyone was wearing expensive clothing and carried themselves with the airs of nobility. There were no grizzled adventurers or battle-scarred warriors – just people Vanessa’s age and younger.

      “Lots of judgmental little snots here,” Silver observed. “Fits the motif. Rich kid school. Only nobles would send their children across the Barren to learn something you could learn in your home city. Almost makes me forget about the death machines roaming the desert.”

      “The teachers in Molten Ridges are some of the best in the Barren,” Vanessa said defensively, but she didn’t sound entirely convinced by her own words. “And Molten Ridges is very well defended. It’s a safe place to send your kids if they’re in danger of assassination. Or kidnapping.”

      She finished the last sentence with a pointed glare at Silver, who grinned at her. Nobody gave them any trouble as they continued through the streets toward the looming towers at the east end of the city.

      If Angel had been wondering how they’d find the school, any questions were instantly dispelled a few minutes later. The city line came to a complete stop. There was a long path devoid of any buildings, and behind it a tall, ornate fence.

      He drew in a sharp breath. Behind the fence was a green expanse. Tiny blades the length of a finger and the width of a wire rustled gently on the ground, forming a natural carpet. Four thick trees stood in a line on the other side of the plant and parallel to the fence.

      Behind the trees was the towering castle that could have only been the Molten Ridges Academy.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” Silver said, letting out a whistle. “Wood.”

      “And grass,” Vanessa said, all thoughts of Buried Gods temporarily forgotten. “I told you. This school is the best of the best.”

      Angel grunted, tearing his eyes away from the stunning scene. He could only assume that the green carpet was grass – he’d never had a chance to see it himself, and he’d only seen trees in his reading.

      A short distance away from them was a gate guarded by a heavily armored man. He wore a thick gauntlet on his hand and held a spear in the other. His helm rested on the ground beside his foot.

      “Well, let’s go introduce ourselves,” Angel said.

      The guard watched them approach, sizing each of them up with calculating eyes. “What’s your business here?”

      “We need to get to the school,” Angel said, nodding at the massive building behind the guard.

      “You’ll need to be a bit more specific than that,” the guard said with a snort. There would be no point having this fence if we just let anyone inside it. Are you delivering your charge?”

      Angel grimaced. Everyone was so nosey here. “Yes. There should have been word of her coming.”

      “Her name?” The guard gestured irritably.

      Angel gestured to Vanessa. She pulled her scarf back and took off her hat, revealing her face. With the sun now shining straight down onto her, her scarlet eyes glimmered like rubies. “Vanessa, daughter of Dalliah.”

      The guard’s eyes widened. He tilted his head to the side and muttered something into what Angel presumed to be an artifact before giving them a much more respectful nod. “You match the description. Your arrival was meant to have been several days ago. Were you delayed? You weren’t caught up in all the… Buried God business, were you?”

      His voice lowered at the last sentence.

      “There were some problems in the Barren. The details are none of your concern,” Angel said. “What do you expect? It’s the Barren. However, I’d like to get moving if possible. I didn’t conceal her all the way here to have her identity shouted to the entire world.”

      The guard nodded. He took a key from his belt and unlocked the gate. It swung open with a click, granting them access to a thin pathway that wound through the grass and up to the school.

      “Please continue along the path. Magistrate Dalliah has already arranged for a room and bodyguards,” the guard said, inclining his head.

      “Are you sure they’re trustworthy?” Silver asked, cocking an eyebrow.

      “They were handpicked by the Magistrate, and Molten Ridges takes its reputation very seriously. Miss Vanessa will be far safer with us than she could be anywhere else.”

      “Thank you,” Angel said, shooting Silver a glance as they started down the path. The former bandit curled his nose in distaste.

      “Slimeball guard, sucking up as soon as he figured out that the girl was rich,” Silver said. “Robbing his sort was fun. Never thought they could lose and always had some good loot as well.”

      “Silver,” Vanessa hissed. “Stop. What if someone recognizes you?”

      “I’ve got my fancy new mask,” Silver said, his gaudy bracelets jingling. “Maybe you should call me Cowl.”

      “Let’s not,” Angel said. “I don’t need to be betrayed a second time. And don’t you think you should do something about all the jewelry? I feel like that’s kind of a giveaway.”

      “I’ll lose my fashion the day I die,” Silver proclaimed.

      Their conversation trailed off as they passed through the grass. Angel fought the urge to kneel and pluck a strand of grass. They looked ticklish. And expensive. Very expensive.

      The thick trees towered over them, temporarily hiding the group from the strong sun as they passed underneath and reached the edge of the school walls.

      “How much do you reckon those are worth?” Silver asked.

      “I don’t even want to think about it,” Angel replied. A well-dressed, middle-aged man with a sharp white goatee waited at attention next to an arch in the wall. His cold eyes tracked their every motion as they approached.

      “Welcome, Miss Vanessa,” the man said, his tone firm and refined. “Your mother has been quite worried about you. She will be pleased to hear that you made it here safely.”

      Vanessa’s eyes widened. “Godrick?”

      She dove forward, wrapping the man up in a tight hug. His eyes widened and he stood stiffly until Vanessa released him.

      “What are you doing here?” Vanessa asked. “I thought you were still in Brineview!”

      “Your mother sent me over a few days after you departed,” Godrick replied, straightening his clothes. “Her network here is quite efficient, but she felt that it would be safer were I around. After you escaped Bronze City, your would-be husband quickly realized what was happening and hired a group of very dangerous bounty hunters. Magistrate Dalliah was able to wrap him up in legalities and freed me up to leave. I am surprised I arrived first. What happened?”

      “A lot,” Vanessa said, blinking furiously. She turned, gesturing at Angel. “This is Angel, the Seeker that saved my life a dozen times in the Barren. And the other two…”

      “Prefer to go unnamed,” Silver said, giving Godrick a small nod.

      “I take it you know each other?” Angel guessed.

      “We do. Godrick is the former captain of the guard in Bronze City,” Vanessa said.

      “Thank you for protecting my charge,” Godrick said. “The Magistrate wishes to bid you well, Seeker. You have done your job commendably. You are hereby relieved of Vanessa’s wellbeing.”

      Angel inclined his head. Emotions churned through him. Vanessa’s endless curiosity and drive to learn had been a stark change from his solo travels, and it was strange to think that they were about to part ways. Lilian had been right – the girl just had a way of growing on people.

      “Take care, Vanessa,” Angel said, a small smile tugging at his lips. “Keep practicing your Tinkering. One day, you might even be half as good as I am.”

      “That’s it?” Vanessa asked, her face falling. “You can’t stay and teach me?”

      “You said it yourself. This school is pretty selective. I doubt they’ve got room for tagalongs, and I’m sure your teachers will be more than capable,” Angel said.

      Godrick cleared his throat. “Actually, Magistrate Dalliah wanted to pose a second offer to you, Seeker. She said that, should Vanessa approve of your work, you would be a valuable asset to the family as a tutor and bodyguard. There is one slot open, if you should be interested. We investigated some of the deeds of you and your Master further – your list of accomplishments is impressive.”

      Angel chuckled. “I appreciate the offer. As fun as that might be, I’ve got other things I have to do. There’s Old World Magic out there, waiting for me. I can’t let the Reawakening beat me to it. It would betray everything I stand for.”

      Vanessa’s eyes filled, but she nodded. “Don’t let them kill more people, Angel. I’ll tell Godrick and my mom about what we saw – maybe they can send you some help.”

      “I suppose we’ll have to hire your last guard from the city. Less than ideal, but their soldiers are capable,” Godrick said. “Thank you again, Seeker.”

      “There might still be someone,” Silver said. Angel, Vanessa, and Lilian gaped at him.

      “I was joking!” Angel exclaimed.

      “You?” Vanessa asked.

      “I prefer to finish what I start, and you’re far from trained,” Silver said. “I wouldn’t mind posting up with some fancy shmucks for a month or two, just until you get your feet under you.”

      “Is this man capable?” Godrick asked Vanessa.

      “Well… yes,” Vanessa admitted. “Very much so. But…”

      “The pay is one Vei a day,” Godrick said, returning his gaze to Silver. “And a thorough background check.”

      “We might have to waive that,” Vanessa muttered. Godrick raised a well-kept eyebrow and he examined Silver, trying to make out details of the man’s face behind the mask.

      “I will run it by your mother. Do you want this man as a bodyguard?”

      “I – yes. I didn’t expect him to offer, but he’s more than capable,” Vanessa said.

      “Then it’s settled,” Silver said, clapping his hands together. “Welcome aboard, me. Angel, don’t think you’ve tossed me off this easy. After I’m done here, I’ll find you again. I think I might like to get my hands on some of that Old World Magic as well.”

      “You’ve found some interesting companions,” Godrick said. “I suspect you have quite the story to tell, Vanessa.”

      “You have no idea,” Vanessa replied, giving Angel a final nod before she and Silver followed Godrick through the gate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU FOR READING STEAMFORGED SORCERY

          

        

      

    

    
      We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Steamforged Sorcery to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

      Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors like Shirtaloon, Zogarth, Cale Plamann, Noret Flood (Puddles4263) and so many more?

      Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.

      
        
        Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

      

      

      You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Looking for more great LitRPG?

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

        In the West, there are worse things to fear than bandits and outlaws.
        
        Demons. Monsters. Witches. James Crowley’s sacred duty as a Black Badge is to hunt them down and send them packing, banish them from the mortal realm for good.
        He didn’t choose this life. No. He didn’t choose life at all.
        Shot dead in a gunfight many years ago, now he’s stuck in purgatory, serving the whims of the White Throne to avoid falling to hell. Not quite undead, though not alive either, the best he can hope for is to work off his penance and fade away.
        This time, the White Throne has sent him investigate a strange bank robbery in Lonely Hill. An outlaw with the ability to conjure ice has frozen and shattered open the bank vault and is now on a spree, robbing the region for all it’s worth.
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        A world on the precipice of the apocalypse. A secret forged in the flames of war. A chance to start over. 
        For John Sutton, only one of those three things matters.
        Retired from a decade of brutal war, he wants nothing more than a quiet pastoral life while he does his best to stem the steady increase of his Doom Points before they hit 100, signaling the start of the end.
        He’s been given a small farm on the outskirts of the empire as a thanks for his service, but no matter how far he travels, it's impossible to escape the war's devastating effects on the world.
        Bandits, suspicious townsfolk, a mysterious pair of siblings, and a secret that lurks in the mountains all threaten John’s peace. It will take all of his considerable power to keep from burning everything to the ground.
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        About the series: Follow the path of a Xianxia cultivator in a LitRPG setting. See him increase his powers and carve out a new home in a hostile world out to get him. Rejoice as he spreads cultivation to those in need, each with their own story to tell. In this journey, wholesomeness and epicness go hand-in-hand.
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        The humans call me Nemon Fargus. They call me wizard, and [Elementalist] and [Enchanter]. They call me teacher. They call me adventurer.
        But I don't care. Not anymore.
        For more than 150 years I've served the Kingdom of Sena. Through four Kings and a Queen. Two wars and a rebellion. I've founded and taught at a magic school. I've fought against beast waves and dungeon breaks.
        But now? Now, the one close friend I had left has passed. So, I'm done with their politics and their economics. The short and busy lives of humans are more burden than benefit on the weary soul of this half-elf.
        Now, I'm looking for a refuge, a place that can well and truly be my own. Away from the growing cities and the bustling markets, away from the pointless wars, away from the eager students and the arrogant adventurers.
        I'm seeking the peaceful life of a wizard in his tower, studying magic to advance my spellcraft...We'll see if that happens.
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