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      Angel sat on a tall metal stool and contemplatively sipped his drink. He watched the steam rise out of the vents in the street through the window. A waitress approached him, laying out a platter of steaming meat and rice before zipping back off.

      He tore his gaze away from the glass and grabbed the utensils, picking at his meal. It was delicious, but it didn’t fill the pit in his stomach in the slightest.

      “I don’t think I’ve seen someone look so unhappy to be eating before,” Lilian said from the stool across from him.

      “I’m being melodramatic,” Angel replied.

      “Wishing you took Vanessa’s mom up on her offer to become a bodyguard?” Lilian asked.

      “No,” Angel said, shaking his head. “I miss her company, but that was not my path. I suppose I miss Silver as well, but he’ll only be there a month or two. Something tells me he’ll find me in the Barren before long.”

      “If you don’t regret it, why are you still here?” Lilian asked, downing the rest of her drink. “It’s been a week. Get moving already.”

      “Why are you here?” Angel countered. “You only traveled with us for safety, didn’t you? It shouldn’t be that hard to find a caravan heading back to wherever you were originally headed. You must have had some sort of life there. Yet you keep dropping by and checking in on me every day.”

      “My answer is the same as yours.”

      “Lazy?”

      Lilian rolled her eyes. “Is that really why you haven’t left?”

      “No,” Angel said, the small smirk fading from his lips. His voice dropped to a low whisper. “I don’t know, Lilian. I’ve got no leads. I’ve been working on figuring out how my relic works for the last week, but to no luck. I don’t recognize a single rune on it, and they’re changing so often I can’t even start to figure them out. No real progress of relevance, and there isn’t a single rumor about the catacombs in the area.”

      That was one of his problems, anyways. The other one sat directly across from him.

      “Can’t you just go wander around until you run into something?” Lilian asked.

      “That just seems like the wrong course. The Reawakening is bringing back the Buried Gods while I’m running around digging through scraps. I can’t just rely on getting lucky and running into some key piece of Old World Magic.”

      “So you sit in the town and do nothing instead?” Lilian asked, making a face.

      “Hardly nothing,” Angel said. “I’ve been scouring the libraries – or the ones available to the public, at least. That was your suggestion, you know. I’ve found out a lot about the Reawakening and their members.”

      “Oh?” Lilian asked, cocking an eyebrow. “And what might that be?”

      “Well, there are seven leaders. The Blade, the Mask, the Heart, the Shield, the Body, the Soul, and the Mind.”

      “That’s it?” Lilian asked. “A whole week of work for that? Doesn’t seem that relevant. Why does it matter what their names or roles are?”

      In truth, Angel had spent the majority of the week working on the relic, with the Reawakening filling in the gaps between his research. The relic in his arm felt heavier than usual. The red cube seemed to mock him, granting Angel the power to move his arm but refusing to divulge its true secrets.

      “Because the more I know about them, the more I’ll be able to figure out their strategies,” Angel replied. “There’s no good information on Old World Magic here that I can find, so my best bet is getting my hands on their data instead.”

      “That’s a bit of a leap,” Lilian said, stealing a piece of meat off the side of Angel’s plate. “I see what you’re getting at, but are you really going to be able to find any information just from knowing their roles?”

      Angel suppressed a frown. It always came down to information or, rather, the lack of it. Lilian’s true identity and goals weren’t as much of an enigma as his relic. Her actions, especially during the fight with the Buried God, didn’t line up. He had his suspicions, but calling them out now would net him nothing. A small smirk flickered across Angel’s face. Luckily for him, there was a way to solve both of his problems in one fell swoop.

      “Already did. This isn’t the first time the Reawakening has surfaced,” Angel said, tilting his head and glancing up in thought. “They popped up about one hundred years ago and had a base somewhere in the center of the Barren. They were defeated, but their lair was deemed too dangerous to clear, and abandoned.”

      Lilian paused mid-chew. She swallowed after another moment. “You’re going to go root around an old Reawakening base, hoping to find something they left behind? What if they’ve moved back into it now that they returned?”

      “Reave didn’t strike me as stupid,” Angel said, batting Lilian’s fork away before she could snatch another piece of meat. “He’s got to know that bringing back a Buried God will garner attention. The first place anyone will check is their old hideout. No, it’s well and truly abandoned. I’m quite certain. The only question is if there’s anything there that’s worth my time.”

      “Doesn’t seem like you think there is,” Lilian pointed out. “You’re still here.”

      “I’m not exactly sure where in the center of the Barren their hideout is,” Angel admitted. “The records aren’t very specific. I’ve got a general area, but I can’t just root around the desert for days on end trying to stumble across it. I’d get slaughtered.”

      “So you’re looking for a dangerous abandoned base that may or may not even exist,” Lilian said. “Sounds like you should get moving immediately.”

      “Yup, that about sums it up,” Angel said. He stacked several coins on the counter and slipped down from the stool. Lilian hopped down as well and followed him up the stairs to his room on the second floor of the tavern.

      It wasn’t the nicest room Angel had ever stayed in, but it was bigger than his home in Fence’s shop. Of course, that really wasn’t saying much. Angel much preferred his walls of artifacts to the drab black metal of the tavern, but there was nothing he could do about that at the moment.

      “What about you?” Angel asked, slipping his travel pack off his shoulder and setting it down on the bed before opening it to pull out one of the disks that Vanessa had given him.

      “What about me?” Lilian asked as she sat down in the chair before a small table on the other side of the room.

      “You’ve been doing less than I have, unless you’ve been hitting the library as well,” Angel said. “All you’ve been doing is hovering around me while I work.”

      “I suppose I just don’t have anything better to do,” Lilian said, letting out a heavy sigh.

      “Don’t you want to get back to your life before that barge?” Angel asked, tracing the runes on the disk.

      “Not particularly,” Lilian admitted. “Almost everyone worth knowing that I knew is dead. I don’t have all that much time left anyways, so I don’t really want to waste it.”

      Angel paused his work. That was new. Another lie?

      “Don’t have much time left?”

      Lilian grimaced. “Next topic.”

      “You can’t just say something like that and pretend you didn’t,” Angel said. “What do you mean by not having much time?”

      “I guess you could say I’m sick,” Lilian said, shrugging. “Have been for a long time. I’ve long since accepted it, so it doesn’t matter. I’m just reaching the end of my rope.”

      “Sick with what? You’re, like, level ninety. There shouldn’t be anything that can affect your body that badly,” Angel said, frowning. “Have you seen a doctor?”

      “Too many,” Lilian said with a dry smile. “And this isn’t a normal sickness. It’s really more like my body rejecting my magical energy than anything else. I lose it at an accelerated rate, and my body doesn’t replenish it naturally.”

      “Interesting,” Angel said, setting the disk down and rubbing his chin.

      “My imminent cause of death is interesting?”

      “Yeah. I figured you wanted me to come up with a solution, not offer pity. I can do pity if you want.”

      “A solution?” Lilian let out a laugh. “I don’t think that’s possible, Angel. I had hopes for something like that at one point, but even the best solution was just a temporary stay of health. If Old World Magic were to come back completely, I might have a chance. But unless that’s happening within the next few weeks, it’ll be too late.”
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      “You’ve only got a few weeks?” Angel asked, eyeing her doubtfully. “You don’t look that sick. How do you know it’s just a few weeks?”

      “My artifact lets me know the current amount of magical energy in my body and the rate at which it’s depleting,” Lilian replied, rolling her eyes. She was remarkably blasé about her upcoming death. “I calculated how long it would be. I’ve got three weeks so long as I don’t use any magic.”

      “Well, that’s a good bit of time,” Angel said. “How long has this been a problem? You said you had a temporary stay of health.”

      “I used to absorb artifacts,” Lilian replied after a short pause. “I could draw the energy out of them, and that bought me time.”

      “Well, just do that,” Angel said. “Artifacts aren’t the cheapest, but it’s not like they’re relics.”

      “That’s no longer an option.”

      “Why not? What ch…” Angel trailed off mid-sentence. “You used some form of relic to drain the energy out of the artifacts, didn’t you?”

      Lilian didn’t answer him.

      “Is that why Reave let me go? You gave him the relic that was keeping you alive?” Angel demanded.

      “It doesn’t matter now,” Lilian said with a shrug. “What’s done is done. I was on a ticking time bomb anyways, so I realized I had a chance to actually do something worthwhile with what I had left of my life. Either way, you’re a good Tinkerer, and your arm is incredibly impressive, but I don’t think you can build a relic.”

      “You’d be surprised what I can do with the right materials,” Angel said. He picked up the disk and sent a pulse of energy into it. A shimmering green image of Angel’s finger appeared in the air above it. It looked like it had been magnified several times.

      “You figured out how to turn it on?” Lilian asked.

      “I figured that out on day one,” Angel replied, setting the disk aside. “It’s a magnifying scope. Zooms in on whatever you hold it above.”

      He pulled a second disk out from his pack and set it down beside the first. The new disk was a good bit larger and made out of cheaper bronze. Its outside was completely plain.

      Angel sent a pulse of energy into the artifact. It lit up, floating into the air before him. A wave of green light shot out from beneath it, scanning over his metal hand. It let out a beep, and a detailed diagram of one of his metal fingers appeared in the air above it.

      “Is that the other artifact Vanessa gave you?”

      “No,” Angel said. “I made this myself using what I learned from the microscope. It gives me a detailed analysis of most basic materials and machinery in addition to zooming in. It also floats.”

      “I could tell,” Vanessa said dryly. “It’s impressive, but a big leap from solving my problem. There are a lot of Tinkerers that could do the same thing.”

      Angel cocked an eyebrow as he twisted the top half of his creation off, revealing lines of Old World Magic running throughout its inside. Lilian’s eyes widened.

      “You didn’t use New World Magic? The runes here are all Old World?”

      “All of it,” Angel confirmed. “I could pass this off as a legitimate artifact. Every rune here is one I found myself. The only thing missing is an energy draw to siphon magic from the air like they used to do, but none of the Old World Magic artifacts with those work anymore. We just use our own magic or canisters now. How many Tinkerers do you know that could do that?”

      Lilian swallowed. “None. Copy one, maybe. But you added your own work to it?”

      “Most of it is my own,” Angel said, snapping the top back onto the device. “So, do you still think I can’t fix your problem?”

      “I’m slightly more optimistic,” Lilian admitted. “That’s incredible, but I don’t know if you understand the magnitude of how difficult this will be. The disk is impressive, but it’s still at the level of an artifact.”

      “Then it’s decided,” Angel said, ignoring her argument completely. “I believe that artifact of yours has a detailed map of the Barren, doesn’t it? Is there any chance it’s got some long-forgotten ruins on there?”

      Lilian blinked, then let out a laugh. “Was this all really just a plan to get to the ruins of that Reawakening base?”

      “You think I’m planning that far ahead?” Angel asked with a laugh. “But it’ll work for both of us. You’re right – I might not be able to make something that keeps your energy inside your body right now. But if I’m right about there being Old World Magic there, it isn’t unreasonable for me to find something I can use to save you.”

      “What makes you think they’ve got anything to help with my problem?” Lilian asked.

      “They don’t need to. Every scrap of information I learn can help. It might be some fancy refrigerator that ends up saving you.”

      Lilian pressed her lips together. Then she let out a sigh. Despite her expression, she hadn’t paused for long at all. “Fine. I suppose it’s better than sitting around and doing nothing. There aren’t any ruins on my map, but the Reawakening was known to operate near Stormpoint, a city to our east. Their base is probably in that area.”

      “Wonderful,” Angel said, standing up with a grin. “Then there’s no time to waste. Let’s get moving.”

      “Don’t you want to say goodbye to Vanessa or Silver?” Lilian asked as she hurried to follow Angel out of his room.

      “No,” Angel replied. “Drawn-out goodbyes are horrible. I’m more than satisfied with the one we had after arriving here. She’s in good hands now, and Silver is probably having the time of his life getting paid to beat her up. If we’re meant to meet again, then we will.”
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      They stepped out onto the burnished red and black streets and started towards the entrance of the city. Angel peered into shop windows as they passed, mentally cataloguing any artifacts or machinery he spotted.

      He’d already given the city a quick tour to check if there was anything of particular interest, but he hadn’t found anything that wasn’t present in the other cities. From what he’d gathered talking to people, anything worthwhile was stored within the Academy.

      “If I recall correctly, Stormpoint is about a week’s travel,” Angel said.

      “Eight days,” Lilian confirmed. “So long as it’s a straight trip without any difficulties.”

      “Now that you’ve said that, we’re going to have difficulties,” Angel grumbled. “I’ve already got us covered on supplies, though.”

      He pulled out a bag packed full of jerky and hardtack, tossing it to Lilian before handing her a waterskin. She stuffed them into her own travel pack with a small frown.

      “You bought enough for two before you even asked if I wanted to come?”

      “You’d hung around the city so long doing nothing that I figured you’d show up one way or another,” Angel said. “I can figure something out to fix you.”

      “Nobody has figured out a way to replace my energy source in the past. Why do you think you can? I’ve talked to hundreds of Tinkerers, and none of their runes work.”

      “They’re the reason most of the world is still a deadly wasteland,” Angel said with a sarcastic eye roll. “There have been improvements in magic, but they haven’t been what they could be. There’s so much more, just waiting to be discovered, but they’re all too scared.”

      “Please don’t give me an Old World Magic speech,” Lilian begged. “You’ll sound like Reave.”

      Angel’s eyebrow rose slightly. Then he chuckled and gave her a shrug. “I suppose it’s best not to sound like him.”

      They passed through the city gates, giving the guards a small nod before activating their artifacts and speeding off into the desert. Wind whipped past Angel’s face, cooling him as the merciless sun bore down overhead.

      Impassive, the desert watched on as the two traveled. They didn’t stop until the sun finally started to dip below the horizon. The two took solace in the lengthening shadow of a tall rock outcropping, setting out their gear.

      Angel flopped down and pulled out a metal orb – one of the three artifacts Vanessa had gotten from the bandit barge, not a System artifact. He hadn’t given this particular artifact much attention yet, but now that he’d figured out the first disk, he had some extra mind space.

      He turned it over in his left hand, mentally matching the Old World Magic with his own knowledge. To his disappointment, he already knew just about everything it did. The artifact was little more than a fancy toy.

      Angel sent a spark of magic into the orb, which lit up with a faint white light. Lilian raised an eyebrow.

      “Already had that one figured out?”

      “No. It’s just nothing particularly interesting,” Angel replied. “If I hadn’t been so distracted, I would have given this a look earlier. I just got caught up with things and honestly ended up forgetting.”

      “It’s just a light. Might be worth a few Vex, I suppose.” He tossed the orb to Lilian. “Your mental map is a lot more effective than what I’ve memorized and can deduce from the stars. What direction are we headed in?”

      Lilian nodded over her shoulder. “That way. We might be able to make it in a bit less than a week if we really push it.”

      “Do we need to?” Angel asked. “I thought you had three left.”

      “Are you that confident you can completely cure me within two weeks?” Lilian asked.

      “For a woman that was waiting around to die a day ago, you’re surprisingly worried about surviving,” Angel said, grinning. “If the knowledge I need is in the Reawakening’s old haunt, then it won’t take me more than a week. If it isn’t, then there’s nothing I can do.”

      “Most people would be a little less blunt about it.”

      “Would you prefer I lied?” Angel asked, catching the orb as Lilian tossed it back to him. “I put on my suave face when I’m interacting with merchants and liars. I prefer to speak to my friends honestly.”

      Lilian blinked. Then she gave him a small nod. “Honesty is better.”

      He turned the orb off and idly made a quick scratch along one of the runes, changing the light’s color from white to green. Not feeling the urge to mess with it further, he put it back into his bag.

      “Don’t worry,” Angel said. “Given how obsessed the Reawakening is with Old World Magic, it’s highly likely that they’ll have something. Again, I’m just missing a few key pieces. But, just in case it isn’t…”

      He pulled out a strip of leather and unfurled it on the sand, revealing a roughly drawn map. It was covered with rough dots that marked the position of the stars, and a circle had been etched into a location near the bottom of a sand dune with several rock outcroppings surrounding it.

      “What’s that?” Lilian asked.

      “I stopped by a cartographer shop before leaving Molten Ridges.” Angel grinned, pressing his finger to the circle. “This is a catacomb. Recently discovered and directly on our way to the Reawakening’s old headquarters.”

      “You want to go delving in a catacomb?” Lilian asked. “That seems like a waste of time, given the current situation.”

      “Who knows,” Angel replied with a shrug. “But it’s on the way, and it cost me a good amount of coin to get this. It only went up on the market yesterday after a merchant watched it swallow half of his caravan. Nice and fresh.”

      Lilian frowned. Then she cocked her head to the side. “Do you happen to know what his caravan was carrying?”

      A grin stretched across Angel’s face. “Canisters prepped to power a blimp. Expensive and rare enough to warrant a retrieval crew. Unfortunately, I believe they’ll be making it there a day behind us, so long as the cartographer keeps his promise.”

      “You think you can use those canisters to keep me alive longer?” Lilian asked.

      “Almost certainly,” Angel said. “It’ll be incredibly inefficient, but those things have enough energy in them to blow up a small town if you harnessed it right. It’ll be a good failsafe.”

      “Right,” Lilian agreed. “We’ll do it, then. And… thank you.”

      “Of course,” Angel said. “I’ll do what I can to keep you alive. Just expect my bill in the telegram once I’ve saved you. My work doesn’t come cheap.”

      They both laughed. After a few more minutes, he wrapped himself up in his blanket, letting Lilian take first watch as he drifted off to sleep.
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      The next few days passed in a similar, largely uninteresting, manner. They forged onwards through the desert, occasionally taking on monsters and handling them without too much difficulty. They only had to flee from a single fight with a large pack of wargs. Whenever they had a chance to, Angel pocketed the monsters’ cores. He still didn’t have a particular use in mind for them, but there was no point wasting resources.

      On the fifth day of travel, a familiar-looking ring of stone outcroppings at the base of a sand dune came into view. Angel and Lilian slowed their artifacts as they grew close. The Seeker hopped off right beside the rocks, slinging his board over his shoulder while Lilian turned her skates off.

      “If a merchant lost a lot of his belongings in here, wouldn’t that make this a Great Catacomb?” Lilian asked.

      “If it was a Great Catacomb, he wouldn’t have gotten away,” Angel replied as they started towards the center of the stone ring, where a huge stone tunnel descended deep into the earth. He flipped his eyepiece down as they walked, lighting up the surroundings with faint orange light. “It’s much more likely that he saw the catacomb and tried to make off with some sparkly bit near the entrance or camp here overnight to avoid a storm. The entrance is more than large enough for a train of vehicles to enter if it was careful.”

      They reached the edge of the tunnel and peered inside. It was nearly as wide as a small house. Angel brought a spark of magic to his metal fingertips and raised it over the hole in the ground. The tunnel continued on for quite some while before reaching what looked to be a square room.

      “Can you see anything?” Angel asked.

      “Just stone.”

      “Unfortunately the same here,” Angel said. The tunnel was just stone, with no sign of Magitech or machinery.

      “This is just the entrance,” Angel said. “It should be safe. Most catacombs don’t have any defenses this far out. Just keep an eye out for any Old World Magic lines or machinery and follow close behind me.”

      He walked into the tunnel, keeping close to the wall and walking on the balls of his feet as his eyes swept back and forth in search of any traps. Faint traces of magic danced as his System artifact picked them up, but nothing was strong enough to draw his attention.

      Lilian expertly followed in his footsteps. Angel’s brow furrowed as he realized that she was almost completely silent behind him. He glanced over his shoulder, but the woman was right on his tail.

      Angel skipped a step over a rock, throwing his pace off slightly. Lilian skipped it as well. His frown deepened, but he wiped it off his face as they grew closer to the bottom of the tunnel and the entrance of the room at its base.

      The floor turned to metal plating right as soon as the slope ended. Faint lines of Old World Magic traced across it in spirals and patterns that covered much of the ground. The room itself was equally as large as the tunnel leading to it. In stark contrast, at its far end was a rather modestly sized door.

      To the side, heavily dented and with thick claw marks all over it, were the remains of several caravan cars. They were little more than flat metal slabs with canvas tarps over the top to protect from the elements.

      Much of the canvas had been damaged, revealing large metal crates that had once been a merchant’s cargo. Angel held a hand up to stop Lilian from walking past him and into the room.

      “It’s probably been long enough for the trap to have recharged itself,” Angel said, nodding at the lines of Old World Magic on the ground.

      “And the batteries we need are inside the remains of the caravan. Those crates look quite heavy. How much weight can your grappling hook take?”

      “I could probably hold onto one of the crates,” Angel said. “But I’d need to get my footing on the wagon. I don’t know how sensitive the trap is – I’ve never actually had a chance to find that out. There’s a chance that my extra weight will reactivate the trap.”

      “Well, it’s either that or trigger the trap on purpose.” Lilian crossed her arms and let out an annoyed huff. “Why can’t anything just be easy?”

      “That would take all the fun out of it. I’m honestly tempted to trigger the trap on purpose like you mentioned. We’re not deep into the catacomb, so generally the traps out here wouldn’t be as potent as ones farther inside.”

      “There’s a but in there somewhere,” Lilian observed. “Is it the giant claw marks in the metal?”

      “It’s the giant claw marks in the metal.”

      “Can’t blame you. So, what do we do?”

      “I’ll do my best to pick a crate up without setting the trap off,” Angel decided. “If it goes off anyways, we can analyze the situation. If the monster looks weak enough, we can either fight it or try to run away before it can catch us. If it’s too dangerous, we’ll just run out of the catacomb. There wasn’t any machinery there to operate a door, so we can’t get locked inside.”

      “Works for me,” Lilian said. “You’re the expert here.”

      Angel aimed his arm up at the ceiling, analyzing his planned trajectory for a moment before firing off the grappling hook. It thunked into the stone, and he swung himself across the room, passing just feet above the floor before coming to a gentle stop directly above the wagons.

      He caught himself with his foot as gently as possible, only holding onto the caravan with the tip of his toes. A second passed. The floor showed no signs of activation. Angel slowly shifted more of his weight onto the wagon before finally yanking the grappling hook out of the ceiling.

      It whizzed through the air and snapped back into his palm. A flicker of light traced out from the bottom of the caravan he stood on. They both froze, but nothing happened. Angel shrugged, then shimmied his way down through a hole in the tarp into the caravan wagon.

      The scents of copper and offal reached Angel’s nostrils. He grimaced as he spotted the source – the lower half of what had once been a man was slumped over some of the boxes at the back of the wagon.

      Angel scanned the man’s corpse, but it showed no signs of magic. He shook his head and knelt beside one of the crates. He pushed his metal fingers into the thin gap at the top, denting the metal as he forced it to give him purchase.

      It resisted for a second before finally giving way. Angel peeled the top of the crate back. Faint blue light washed out from within it, revealing a large canister about the size of a newborn child.

      Unlike the canisters he used, this one had a glass center full of glowing blue gel. It was surrounded by thick padding. Angel pulled it free with his left hand, careful to keep it away from the Star Fragment.

      He nearly dropped it as he shifted his grip. The canister was significantly heavier than he’d expected. With a grunt, Angel tucked it under his arm and poked his head back out of the tarp. The trap still hadn’t activated.

      “Did you find it?” Lilian asked.

      “I did, actually,” Angel reported. “Heavy little bugger. You’re going to be carrying this, not me.”

      He raised his hand and fired the grappling hook back into the ceiling. He gave it a test tug before swinging across once more, landing within the tunnel and only stumbling a step forward before catching his balance.

      “Here,” Angel said, handing it off to Lilian. “And would you look at that? Something actually worked without some sort of catch.”

      “Putting it like that is just tempting fate,” Lilian muttered, trying to find a better way to hold the unwieldy device. “Is one of these enough?”

      “Can you carry more?” Angel asked. “Keep in mind that if you break it, that thing will go boom. It’s meant to power a blimp, Lilian. Blimps need a lot of energy.”

      “Well, will this be enough to keep me alive?”

      “How much energy do you need?” Angel asked, exasperated. “You can’t possibly guzzle more than a blimp, you greedy woman. Carrying two is possible, but the moment they clink together even slightly, we’ll both end up in the afterlife with singed eyebrows.”

      “Maybe one is enough,” Lilian decided. “But what about the rest of the catacomb?”

      “What about it?” Angel asked, examining his fingernails.

      “You said it was relatively unexplored. Are you really just going to leave it like this? I wouldn’t have thought you were the type to let something like that go.”

      “Oh, I absolutely am not,” Angel agreed. “I was just waiting for you to offer first. It’s polite.”

      “But you were planning on doing it anyways?”

      “Don’t ask questions you don’t want answers to,” Angel replied, grinning. “Come on now. A little thing like death can’t put a damper on your desire for shiny things. Now that we’ve got your power source secured, wrap it up or something. We might have to get out of here quickly, so make sure it doesn’t get damaged. There may not be time to grab a second one.”

      Lilian nodded, cocooning it in a thin blanket until the glow had almost completely faded. Once she’d finished, Angel squared his shoulders and turned back towards the room before them.

      “Let’s get on with it, then. I’m curious to see what kind of goodies are waiting for me – ah, us – within this catacomb.”
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      Using his grappling hook once again, Angel swung across the room. He pulled it free, yanking it back and casting it out once more to cross the rest of the distance. Angel reached the end of his arc near the wall and ripped the barb free, grabbing onto the lip of the door and keeping his feet from touching the ground.

      He shifted his grip so that he was holding on with his left hand. With a grunt, Angel stretched his mechanical arm out and placed it on one of the hinges. Purple light crackled, and energy flooded into him.

      Angel repeated the process on the other hinge, throwing his weight onto the door so that it fell back into the hallway instead of onto the Old World Magic behind him. He landed on top of it, prepared to throw himself back at the first sign of trouble.

      All that greeted him was dust and an empty hallway lined with dust-covered Magitech equipment. Angel coughed, waving some of the dust out of the air as he turned to look back at Lilian.

      “Looks all good. Can you get over here without touching the floor? Or am I going to have to play ferryman?”

      “Take a few steps back,” Lilian said.

      Angel cocked an eyebrow but did as she requested. “I know you’re strong, but I’m not sure jumping a little over a hundred feet is the best–”

      His words died in his mouth as Lilian took several steps backwards and bounded forwards. She took three powerful strides before her legs tensed, and she launched herself.

      The woman rocketed through the air, crossing the room in a blink. She dropped into a roll as she passed through the doorway, springing to her feet a short distance away from Angel with a smirk. “What was that?”

      “How did you do that?” Angel asked, squatting beside her and peering at her pants. He grabbed one of the legs and pulled it up slightly before letting out a disappointed grunt. “No artifacts or relics.”

      Lilian watched him with a bemused expression. “I’m over level ninety. All that magical energy starts to add up, you know.”

      “Not that much,” Angel replied, standing up and crossing his arms. “Come on. You’re hiding something. What is it? No normal human can jump around like that. A Magistrate could probably do it, but they’re twice your level and are armed to the teeth with artifacts and Magitech.”

      “Maybe you’ll just have to figure it out,” Lilian said. “But I don’t think the middle of a catacomb is the right place for it. It’s not like I’ll have use for a lot of it much longer if you can’t repair me.”

      “So it is some form of Magitech.”

      Lilian rolled her eyes. “You’ll find out exactly what it is if we’re still here in a few weeks and I keel over.”

      “Don’t tempt me,” Angel said with a chuckle. He walked past her, keeping an eye on the hall as she fell in step behind him. For the next several minutes, the only sounds that reached his ears were their footsteps and the gentle hum of magical energy churning through the still walls around them.

      Despite the noises, all the machinery they passed looked deactivated. Valves remained sealed, and pistons sat in place, unmoving. Even the glass tubes were devoid of magic.

      “Is this typical for a catacomb?” Lilian asked as the hall continued to wind and twist deeper into the earth.

      “No,” Angel replied. “Although I don’t think it’s something to be concerned about. If anything, this just means we’re safer than we normally would be. It’s not like there’s such a thing as a new catacomb, as they were all made during the Great War. This one just got rediscovered. It could have had bad luck getting Seekers to visit it, so it may be low on magical energy. That just means we’ll have a much easier time getting into it.”

      His words proved true. The next room they reached was similar to the entrance. The only difference was that there were three doors instead of one, and the Old World Magic covering the floor was all grayed out and dull.

      “Doesn’t a low-power catacomb mean it won’t have anything worth taking?” Lilian asked. “Surely it would have started cannibalizing artifacts if it didn’t have a choice.”

      “Never. A catacomb’s true purpose is to protect the artifacts within it. A Great Catacomb might be intelligent enough to recognize that it needs more power and might draw power from an artifact, but a normal one? Not a chance. It’ll just slowly power down unless any Seekers are kind enough to deliver their magical energy to it.”

      He inched forward, tapping his foot against one of the lines. The trap remained deactivated. With a shrug, Angel walked through the room and up to stand before the doors. They were three identical slabs of metal, evenly spaced across the wall before them.

      Angel gave the middle one a slight tug. It swung open with a loud creak, but he only moved it enough to open a hairline crack to peek through. He wasn’t particularly surprised to find yet another hallway behind it. The other two doors yielded similar results.

      “This is almost boring,” Angel said. “Empty rooms and dead traps. Honestly, I feel like this place has been looted completely bare already. There should have been at least something still kicking enough to annoy us.”

      Lilian shrugged. “Better boring than dangerous. Which door should we go through?”

      “Can’t go wrong with the most aesthetically pleasing one,” Angel replied, pulling the middle door open. He paused, then walked over to the wall and grabbed a piston, tearing it free. Angel brought the tubular part back over to the door and laid it out to block it from closing. “Just in case.”

      Lilian shrugged and followed him into the hall. This one wound on for a bit less than the last before coming to an end before a staircase that descended into the darkness. Angel brought a spark of magic to his fingertips and raised it into the air.

      If anything, their surroundings were growing more drab. Thin cracks ran through the metal and stone, and much of the machinery had rusted. Angel held the light out over the stairs, but it wasn’t enough to illuminate the bottom.

      “Spooky stairs. Can’t see anything going wrong here,” Angel said cheerfully, starting down them. Despite his jovial tone, he kept his arm at the ready as his eyes scoured his surroundings, searching for the slightest warning of something being off.

      He paused as they passed a row of holes in the wall. The stairs beside them had a pressure plate on them, but it didn’t matter. His arm didn’t even pull any energy out of the trap when he touched it. It was completely empty.

      The stairs finally came to an end before an open archway. Angel and Lilian walked up to the last step and peered into the room before them. An abyss greeted them. A thin pass wide enough for a single person to walk across led up to a small platform suspended in the air above an enormous hole. Angel squinted down, but he couldn’t see the bottom.

      “Can’t say I’m a fan of catacombs with big holes. Bad experiences with them,” Angel muttered. He raised his hand, trying to illuminate more of the room, but the darkness was too oppressive.

      “What now?” Lilian asked. “This feels like the end. I guess we could check out the other doors?”

      Angel shook his head. It was difficult to be sure, but in the center of the platform was a small shadow that might have been a pedestal. Even though it shared few similarities to the other rooms they’d passed through, the room felt familiar.

      “The catacomb might be completely deactivated,” Angel realized. “It didn’t try to redirect us at all. I think we’re at the catacomb’s core.”
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      Angel made his way up to the edge of the hole and peered down into it. He wasn’t particularly surprised to find that he couldn’t see the bottom. The black abyss stared back up at him, almost tempting him to jump.

      He shuddered, tearing his gaze away from it. The shadows enveloping the room made it hard to see much beyond his nose, even with the light from his magic. He pulled the small toy out from his travel pack and activated it.

      Green light sprang forth, but it was only marginally more effective than his previous strategy. Whatever was on the pedestal was still out of sight.

      “I’m going to go check it out,” Angel decided. “Stay here. I don’t want to have to carry you out if something starts falling apart.”

      “Are you sure?” Lilian asked, doubt filling her words. “It might be a better idea to just leave. If everything is completely dead, surely someone’s come through here already. We didn’t find anything worthwhile, so even if there was something, we probably don’t have a way to access it since the catacomb is totally deactivated. It can’t exactly shift the rooms anymore.”

      “If it’s deactivated, we won’t have any trouble at all,” Angel replied, raising a hand and starting down the thin pathway suspended above the pit. He took each step carefully, shifting his weight at a steady, deliberate pace.

      The path held. It turned out to be a good bit longer than he had thought at first glance. By the time he started to grow close to the circular platform, Lilian looked like she’d shrunk several inches.

      Angel held his light up as he reached the end of the path. The small pedestal was nearly as tall as he was. Faint gray lines of deactivated Old World Magic wound up it, coming to a stop around a cube the size of a very fat toddler.

      One of the cube’s corners was chipped, and hairline cracks ran along its side. Angel approached it, raising his right arm and brushing it with a metal finger. It gave no response. Not even a smidge of purple energy appeared.

      “Well?” Lilian called. Her voice echoed through the shadows, and Angel winced. He didn’t know why, but it almost felt disrespectful.

      He gave her a thumbs-up, then carefully wrapped his hands around what he was now certain was the catacomb’s core. With a grunt, he lifted it up and off the pedestal. It was heavy, but not unbearably so – especially with the added strength of his right arm.

      Angel turned the core over in his hands. All the sides were covered with patterns of Old World Magic – some of which he recognized, and a few he didn’t. Angel spent a moment memorizing the patterns.

      When he was finished, he turned his attention to one pattern in particular. A small circle of runes in the center of one of the sides looked strikingly similar to those he’d used for a charging port on the chopper they’d taken from the Buried God.

      “I wonder,” Angel muttered, cradling the cube with his right arm as he set the glowing artifact to the side and brought a spark of magic to his hand.

      “What are you doing?” Lilian called.

      “Science,” Angel called back. “I might be able to recharge this thing, at least for a moment.”

      “Why would you want to do that? It’ll try to kill us!”

      “And I can handle anything it can throw,” Angel replied confidently. “We’re at its core. One tap with my fancy hand and it dies again. But if it’s alive, maybe it’ll give us something in exchange for saving it.”

      “Catacombs don’t have feelings, Angel! It can’t be appreciative. Have you lost your mind?”

      “Don’t know until you try,” Angel replied. “How many people do you think had the chance to do something like this in recent years? Probably almost none.”

      “Because nobody is that stupid!”

      “One person is,” Angel said, bringing the spark of magic to the port. The energy slipped out from his fingertips and vanished into the small rune circle. Lines of Old World Magic flickered, turning from gray to white.

      Angel frowned as the energy started to fade again. He examined the rune circle again. One of the cracks ran straight through a rune. The damage was so small that it was nearly invisible, but the rune was destroyed all the same.

      He pulled out his scribe and collected some sand from the ground, forcing as much of it as he could into the crack. Then, using the scribe, he traced back over the rune. The fine grains of sand weren’t the best material to fill a crack, but the magic flowing through them yanked them into position.

      Another spark of magic sprang to Angel’s hand, and he raised it back to the core. The energy slipped into the cube once more. Lines lit up across it again, tracing across its surface and wrapping around the entire cube.

      A low hum rose from within it. Faint vibrations traveled through it down into Angel. The sound grew louder, and Angel raised it, placing it on the pedestal. The energy traveled down into the pedestal, twisting down the sides.

      As soon as the magic touched the ground, it stopped. Several moments passed without further change. Then the humming started to fade. The core twitched, rising into the air above the pedestal and hovering in place.

      “Well, that’s interesting,” Angel observed. “Hello there. I don’t suppose you’ve got any goodies for me?”

      The cube twisted, flickering with light. It almost reminded Angel of a large, cubical eye examining him. They watched each other for a few moments. Then the core let out a whining hum.

      “I’m going to take that as a yes,” Angel said. “So if you could just point me to the goodies I get in exchange for bringing you back to life…”

      The lines of Old World Magic on the pedestal changed color, going from white to dull yellow. A low creak emitted from the pit below them, and the ground started to rumble.

      “Oh, come on,” Angel said. “Are you really going to do this? You do realize that I can blow you up with one touch, right?”

      The light flashed red, then green.

      “Angel?” Lilian called as the rumbling grew closer. “Maybe it’s time to undo whatever you just did?”

      “Hold on,” Angel replied, peering down into the darkness. “I think something is coming.”

      “That’s the problem!”

      The light flashed green again. Angel cocked an eyebrow at the cube and held his right hand up. He was pretty sure that it wasn’t about to try to kill them, but he wasn’t about to take any chances either.

      The rumbling grew louder still. A metal plate rose from the shadows, grinding to a halt against the right side of the small circular platform. Another plate followed it, stopping beside the first. Plate after plate followed, forming a pathway that led off to the other side of the chasm.

      “Well, this is either some goodies or a particularly creative trap,” Angel observed. “Lilian, you might as well come over now.”

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” she called, walking across the pathway.

      “Not in the slightest, but I am curious,” Angel replied. He waited for a few minutes as she made her way over to stand beside him, then slowly approached the new path that the core had formed.

      He put a bit of weight on the platform. It held firm. Angel glanced over his shoulder at the core behind him. “I swear, if you try anything even slightly funny, I will make sure to come back and wring every last drop of energy out of you.”

      Green flash. Angel rolled his eyes and started down the path, his arm readied to shoot out a grappling hook. Lilian followed him. Their new path led them through the darkness for a little over a minute before reaching a small tunnel in the wall.

      Angel scanned it for traps before slipping inside. The walls were plain metal and contained no machinery whatsoever, which was rather strange for a catacomb. He and Lilian descended deeper into it, their eyes peeled for whatever the catacomb was leading them to.
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      The lonely tap of their footsteps was all that accompanied the two as the undecorated hall wound deeper into the earth. They followed it down for several minutes before a dull buzz reached Angel’s ears, and he raised a hand to stop Lilian.

      He placed his hand against the wall just before the passage took a sharp turn to the left. It vibrated to the touch.

      “Something is beyond this,” Angel said. “Keep your guard up.”

      “I thought you were getting payment or something?” Lilian asked, a hint of sarcasm in her voice.

      “I might have to liberate my payment by force.” Angel’s arm whirred, loading a canister into place automatically. He raised the spark of magic before him and moved around the corner. A small room greeted him.

      It almost resembled the cockpit of a chopper. Dust-covered screens sat before a large, tall-backed chair that had likely once been incredibly comfortable. Now it was little more than decayed rags and a metal frame.

      “What is this place?” Angel wondered aloud, walking inside after checking the surroundings for traps and finding none.

      “It’s a control room,” Lilian said, a small note of awe in her voice. “I haven’t seen one of these in… ah, ever.”

      “Recognized it awful fast for never having seen one.”

      “I’ve heard of them,” Lilian snapped. “Catacombs are incredibly protective of them. This is where they were programmed back before and during the Great War. But why would this catacomb let you into it?”

      One of the screens – a small rectangle directly before the shoddy chair – blinked to life with dull gray light. Angel raised an eyebrow, approaching the chair. He brushed some of the worthless cushion away and then sat down before the screen.

      
        
        Welcome, System User. Initializing session…: Error. Connection to System Server not found. Running diagnostic test…

        Error located: Antenna damaged.

        Would you like to provide an alternative routing path to the System? [Y/N]

      

      

      “Well, that’s interesting,” Angel observed, drumming his fingers on the cold chair. “It’s some sort of connection to the System. Not doing us much good, though. I have no idea how to fix something like this, and I don’t have another routing path.”

      He tapped the ‘no’ button. The screen flashed yellow before fading as the same words appeared upon it. It swapped to green before going yellow once more.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Angel asked with an irritable sigh. “Do you catacombs have any idea how absolutely worthless this method of communication is? Would it have killed your creators to add some basic dialogue options?”

      Red flash.

      Angel rolled his eyes. “You can clearly understand me, so let’s make this easy. Green flash means you understand, red flash means you don’t. Understand?”

      The screen turned green. Lilian drew in a sharp breath, but Angel ignored her.

      “Good. Now, I’m assuming you brought me here because something is broken, and you want me to fix it. Am I correct?”

      Another green flash.

      “Okay. Is it this antenna thing that connects you to the System? Because if that’s the case, there isn’t much I can do. I know nearly nothing about System artifacts, and it would take me too long to learn enough about them to actually fix you. So, is the antenna what you want me to fix?”

      There was a long pause. Then the screen slowly turned yellow.

      “Is that supposed to be a ‘kind of’ or something?” Angel guessed. “Let’s see… is the problem you want solved somehow related to the System?”

      Green lit the screen once more.

      “And it isn’t the antenna?”

      The screen didn’t change. Angel rubbed his chin. “Lilian, any thoughts? I think the catacomb wants to get connected to the System, but maybe not through the antenna. But how else would we even do it?”

      “Maybe it’s got something to do with one of your artifacts?” Lilian guessed. “You did get that new System artifact a while ago.”

      Angel blinked. He’d completely forgotten about the strange orb with everything that had happened recently. The Seeker dug through his travel pack and pulled the orb out from within it.

      “This thing? If I’m not mistaken, it’s not functional yet. There should still be a day or two until it starts running,” Angel said. “It was updating or the like.”

      The screen flashed, going from gray to green several times.

      “I take it that means this is what you’re interested in,” Angel said. “I’m afraid I’m not willing to give this away for nothing, though. It was a real pain in the ass to get it in the first place.”

      Red blinked across the screen.

      “You don’t want it?”

      Yellow flash.

      “You only need it for a little?” Angel guessed.

      The light turned back to green. Then it returned to gray, the words printing themselves across the screen once more. Angel scanned over them once more. He raised an eyebrow. “Ah. The alternate routing path.”

      He pressed the ‘yes’ button. The screen shimmered, and a small slot opened in the ground before him. A small puff of dust rose from it as a metal tube emerged, coiling at his feet like a snake.

      “I don’t suppose you’ve got any idea what this is?” Angel asked Lilian.

      “None. Probably a connection to the catacomb’s core, if I had to take a blind guess,” Lilian said.

      Angel picked the end of the tube up. Lines of Old World Magic ran along its length, but they were deactivated. As he examined it, the end of the tube hissed. Four metal prongs folded outwards, making a small grabber.

      “Are you sure this is wise?” Lilian asked.

      “No,” Angel said, pressing the tube against the top of the blue orb. “But now I’m curious enough to just go along with things. Maybe I’ll learn something new.”

      The lines on the tube slowly started to shine. It started near the orb, then traveled down it and into the ground. The dull hum in the room grew louder, and the words on the screen changed.

      
        
        Connection established:

        Please enter System User credentials.

      

      

      “Wonderful,” Angel said, remembering the username that the orb had mistakenly assigned him. The orb twisted apart, exposing the core within it.

      
        
        Credentials accepted: Running diagnostics check…

        Notice: Faults located in local instance.

        Would you like to remedy them with a System Update? [Y/N]

      

      

      Angel tapped yes. The screen flashed green once more before a loading bar appeared on it. The orb hummed to itself as the bar inched towards completion. Several terse minutes later, it finally finished.

      
        
        System Update successful

      

      

      The words on the screen faded away, and it went dark. A moment later, the artifact in Angel’s hands grew several degrees hotter.

      “Hello, Wonderful,” the artifact said. Instead of the female voice from before, this one was flat and lifeless.

      “Hello,” Angel said. “Who might this be? I don’t recall my System artifact sounding like this.”

      “I am the User Communication Directive of the catacomb that you are currently standing within,” the voice reported. “I have temporarily taken control of this device’s speakers in order to better communicate with you.”

      “Interesting,” Angel said. “So, what do you want from me? I’ve already rebooted you and repaired your core. I don’t work for free, so you’ll have to start paying up at this rate.”

      “I understand. Given the catacomb’s current circumstances, I have been given permission to offer some of the artifacts stored within these halls in exchange for some minor help.”

      “You’ll have to get more specific than that,” Angel said. “What kind of help do you still need?”

      “That large source of magic that your companion is carrying around. The energy you inserted is enough to temporarily reactivate the catacomb, but it won’t last long. However, the power stored within that object should last several years. More than enough time to begin naturally replenishing resources.”

      “There’s a whole bunch of them at the entrance,” Angel said. “Why not get one of those?”

      “This catacomb does not currently have any active units that could retrieve an item.”

      “Ah,” Angel said. “Whoops. I guess that makes sense. Well, we can always just grab another one on the way out. But do you have some way to connect this to your system?”

      “The core can draw the energy out without a special interface.”

      “Well, it’s your call, Lilian,” Angel said, glancing at her. “It’s your fancy airship canister, after all. You think there will still be more at the entrance?”

      “I don’t see why not,” Lilian said with a heavy sigh. “But what are we going to get out of this?”

      “I have taken the liberty of scanning the information within this System artifact,” the robotic voice said. “From the information within it, I believe that you are interested in what is referred to as Old World Magic.”

      “That’s correct,” Angel said, leaning forwards.

      “Then I possess what should be sufficient payment. There is, using your terminology, a damaged relic within this dungeon. It is not functional, but the runes on it should be sufficient for extensive study. You may have it in exchange for your assistance.”
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      Lilian and Angel drew in sharp breaths in unison. A grin split the Seeker’s face, and he leaned forward, gripping the edges of the chair. “Now you’re speaking my language. Can you tell me anything about the relic? They’re much harder to decipher than artifacts, so if I know what it used to do and how it worked, it’ll be of more use to me.”

      “This can be arranged, so long as you repair the catacomb with the energy source in the woman’s pack.”

      Angel nodded. “Deal, with one more condition. You let us leave without any hinderance.”

      “Deal accepted. You will repair the catacomb. In return, you will be offered safe passage and the information that you request.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Angel said. “So, where can I hook the energy source up to? Do I just put it directly into the core?”

      “No. That is a much shorter-term solution. There is an energy storage in a hidden passage at the back of this room. There is a port that you can insert the power source into. The system can then be activated from this room.”

      As the robotic voice emitted from the orb, a faint rumble shook the room. Part of the wall behind the screens slid away, revealing a thin passage. It wasn’t long, and Angel could vaguely make out a small room humming with dim energy at the end of it.

      “Could you go stick the canister into whatever this port is?” Angel asked. “I’ll activate the thing from over here once you do. I want to keep an eye on both rooms in case something goes wrong.”

      Lilian frowned, then gave him a small nod. She pulled the wrapped glass canister out, then stepped around the computer screens and headed down the tunnel.

      “I have a question,” Angel said, his tone hushed. “When you connect to the System, can you obtain information about people using it? Answer through text.”

      There was a short pause. Then the screen went blank, and words started to appear upon it.

      
        
        Yes, but they need to be present while a connection to the System is active. The information will also be somewhat basic.

      

      

      “That’s fine,” Angel whispered. “I want one more thing. Once you get repaired, I want you to download all the information you can about the woman I am traveling with. Save it in my System artifact.”

      “Hey, Angel?” Lilian called. “I think I found the port. It’s a big hole in the center of the room.”

      “Put the canister in,” Angel called back, not looking away from the screen.

      
        
        Very well. This service will not be difficult, so I will add it to our deal.

      

      

      “Much appreciated. Never knew a catacomb could be so reasonable. Maybe I should try to talk to you guys more often.”

      The screen suddenly flared with blue light. A hum built up from the room across the hall, slowly building in volume.

      “It’s in!” Lilian called. At the same time, the screen turned bright white, erasing all traces of Angel’s conversation with it. New words traced themselves across it once more.

      
        
        Power source detected: Error: Source type is not appropriate.

        Would you like to convert it for usage, or dispose of the source safely?

      

      

      
        
        [Convert] [Dispose]

      

      

      Angel tapped the first button. The words vanished as the humming grew louder. It grew to a crescendo. All of the monitors flickered to life as a ripple of white energy passed through the ground.

      Runes flashed to life beneath his feet before fading away a moment later as the wave passed them. The humming lowered in volume until it faded into the background. In the distance, Angel heard the familiar noises of Magitech machinery churn to life.

      “Everything okay up there?” Lilian called.

      “All good,” Angel replied. “What about you?”

      “Nothing seems like it’s about to blow up.”

      “Then you can probably come back up here,” Angel said. “I think it worked.”

      “It did,” the robotic voice said. “Power levels are now all operational. The catacomb is running at low power once more. Your assistance is appreciated.”

      “Glad to hear it,” Angel said. “So, about my payment…”

      “It is waiting for you in the core room. All of the information you requested has been imprinted into your System artifact. I will now disconnect from your artifact and shut this room down in order to save power. Please make your way out of the catacomb. The defenses will remain inactive for ten minutes.”

      One by one, each of the screens blinked out. Lilian stepped into the room right as the tube disconnected from the orb, rattling as it slipped across the ground and disappeared back into the hole that it had emerged from.

      Angel grabbed his orb, twisting it back shut and putting it into his travel pack. “We’ve got ten minutes, and my goodies are waiting for us. Let’s get a move on.”

      “I can’t believe that actually worked,” Lilian said as they rushed back up the plain pathway towards the core. “Who reasons with a catacomb?”

      “Me, apparently,” Angel replied. “Desperation will do a lot of things to people, and apparently catacombs are no exception to that. The thing that surprises me the most is that the catacomb had enough intelligence to communicate with us even though it wasn’t even a Great Catacomb.”

      They arrived at the thin pathway that led across the pit to the catacomb’s core and started across it, moving slower to keep their balance. When they reached the core’s circular platform, a long, spindly arm descended from the ceiling.

      It was made up of thin metal tubes, with tubes and wires forming strange muscles and veins around it. Angel nearly blasted the arm with a bolt of lightning before he realized that it was holding something.

      The arm stopped directly before them, slowly opening its three fingers to drop a metal cylinder the size of a sword’s hilt in Angel’s hands. It was completely covered with intricate lines of Old World Magic.

      Angel tossed the tube into his pack as the arm retracted, vanishing back into the darkness of the ceiling. “That wasn’t creepy in the slightest.”

      “Just keep moving,” Lilian said, making her way across the pathway towards the other side of the huge pit. “I don’t want to get trapped in here and have to fight our way out. I’ve got little enough energy left as it is.”

      Angel shrugged and followed her. They backtracked their way through the rest of the catacomb. Faint clouds of steam had already started to float at the ceiling as the machinery in the walls churned. The flickers of magic occasionally pulsed through the components and caught Angel’s eye, but it was less vibrant than he was used to.

      Luckily, it looked like the catacomb had kept its promise of keeping all the defenses deactivated. Nothing stopped them as they stepped over the door and into the first room, where the wreckage of the merchant’s caravan still rested. The lines of Old World Magic on the floor had turned gray and inactive.

      “Well, would you look at that,” Angel said, striding across the room and hopping up into the caravan to grab another magic-filled glass tube. “What a nice catacomb.”

      “There’s a sentence that has never been uttered before,” Lilian said, taking the tube from Angel as he offered it to her.

      “And it probably won’t be uttered again,” Angel admitted. “Come on. We’ve got what we came here for, so there’s no point waiting around for someone to show up.”

      Lilian nodded. She wrapped the new glass canister and put it away in her bag. They slipped out of the catacomb and back into the hot desert sun.

      “I’ll take a look at you when we settle down for the night,” Angel said as he set his board down, and she activated her skates. “Maybe we can push back your expiration date to take some stress off you.”

      “You make it sound like I’m a cut of meat that’s about to go bad,” Lilian said.

      Angel raised an eyebrow at her. She smacked him in the shoulder, drawing a chuckle out of the Seeker.

      “Don’t worry, Lilian. I’ll get you fixed up,” Angel said, a serious note entering his voice. He leaned forward, activating the runes on his board and launching into the desert with Lilian hot on his heels.
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      They traveled for several hours through the hot sands. When the sun started to dip below the horizon and the temperature dipped beyond uncomfortable, the two found shelter at the top of a long valley. Both laid out their sleeping arrangements and sat down as the wind started to pick up around them.

      “Let me have a look, then,” Angel said, yawning. He once again found himself thankful for the warmth that his mechanical arm put out as the camp continued to grow colder.

      Lilian shrugged. She scooted closer to him, pulling up the side of her shirt and revealing a metal port a little less than a hand’s length beneath her armpit. It was about the size of a child’s fist and made of polished blueish gray metal. The port had been connected into her flesh so perfectly that Angel could have sworn it was meant to be there.

      “How is this seal possible?” Angel asked, gently touching the seam with his left hand. “There’s no scarring at all. This shouldn’t be possible. How many relics do you have, Lilian? No artifact or accelerated healing could accomplish this.”

      “My body has some unique properties,” Lilian said after a long pause. “Side effects from the relic I used to have. One of them is highly improved healing. My body recognized the relic as part of it, so it didn’t scar when healing.”

      “Fascinating,” Angel said. “That relic must have been something else.”

      “They all are,” Lilian said, sighing. “Just in different ways. Each relic is true Old World Magic, after all. Not the tiny fragments that artifacts are. These were treasures even before the Great War.”

      “I didn’t realize you were so interested in Old World Magic,” Angel observed as he carefully pressed on the hatch. It released with a hiss, sliding inwards and to the side. He lowered his eyepiece, and the orange working light flicked on. Angel’s eyes widened.

      Lilian hadn’t just been carrying a relic around inside her. She was easily as much machine as he was. Miniature gears the size of fingernails spun without a noise, connected to tiny pumping pistons. Tubes ran within her, connecting parts together and pumping either blood or blue liquid through them.

      In the space approximately around where her heart should have been, there were three pronged cylinders arranged as if something were meant to sit above them. Angel squinted closer. The smallest runes he had ever seen adorned the cylinders, along with lines of Old World Magic so thin that they were barely visible.

      “What is this?” Angel breathed. “It’s amazing. This intricacy – I didn’t think it was possible. How is it still running?”

      “On fumes,” Lilian replied. “There’s an energy storage unit, but it’s running out. As soon as that runs dry, it’ll be as if my heart stopped.”

      “So you really don’t have a heart, then?”

      “That’s not the way I would have liked to put it, but I guess you aren’t wrong,” Lilian admitted. “More like I replaced it.”

      “And then sold it,” Angel added. “Damn. Now I really need to fix this. My reputation would never recover if people heard that some poor girl sold her heart for me and I couldn’t even fill the void left behind.”

      Lilian rolled her eyes. “We both know you’re half hoping I die so you get to take me apart. You’re eyeing me like I’m a tree that’s about to make you a fortune, and I don’t even get the comfort of knowing that it’s my good looks.”

      “Are you saying you’d prefer if I was lecherous?”

      Lilian let out a curt laugh. “Can you do anything about this or not?”

      “Well, it’s a bit more complicated than I thought,” Angel said, dragging the last word out. “I’m going to have to really poke around in there. Anything that size can’t possibly be using the same runes and Old World Magic that I am. It just wouldn’t work at that scale.”

      “That sounds like a really long way of telling me you can’t help.”

      “No,” Angel corrected. “It’s a really long way of me asking just how much you’re going to let me poke around in that machinery. I’m confident in my abilities, Lilian. Old World Magic is a challenge, not an obstacle.”

      “Go ahead. My modesty isn’t going to do me any good if I’m dead. Especially since you didn’t deny you’d be looking at it if I died.”

      Somehow, Lilian’s words felt… off. They fell slightly flatter than her normal tone, and Angel didn’t spot a single hint of the embarrassment she spoke of. It almost felt as if she was saying something practiced rather than organic.

      “It would be a shame to waste such a store of knowledge,” Angel replied, a grin tugging at his lips. “You might want to lie down. This won’t take too long, but you might as well be comfortable.”

      Lilian nodded, then lay down on her side in front of Angel. He knelt before her, peering down into the machinery and squinting. It was hard, but he could just barely make out the runes. He started to memorize everything, starting with the closest miniature motor.

      They remained like that for nearly an hour before Angel finally straightened back up. New information bounced around in his head like it was a trapped monkey, but he refused to offer it any route of escape. He carefully categorized everything he could, finding similarities to the magic he already knew to associate it.

      Whoever had made the Magitech within Lilian clearly knew exactly what they were doing. He was far from understanding the bigger picture of how it all worked, but each individual piece was like a work of art.

      This must have been the level of quality Reave was referring to when he said that Angel’s arm was crude. A small frown flickered across the Seeker’s face.

      “What is it?” Lilian asked. “It’s not particularly comforting to have someone staring at your inner workings and then frown.”

      “Just lost in my own thoughts,” Angel replied, closing the hatch reluctantly. He took care to keep his right arm far away from her at all times. The last thing he needed was the Star Fragment deciding it was hungry and opting for a late night snack. “I can’t process any more information right now.”

      “Did you learn anything useful, at least?”

      “More than I could have imagined I would have learned today,” Angel said, giving her a slow nod. “For example, did you know that your parts all work at nearly ninety percent efficiency?”

      “No,” Lilian admitted. “That sounds good.”

      “It’s insanely good,” Angel said. “My arm barely runs at seventy, if I had to guess. Every single piece of Magitech has a frequency. The magic running through it makes it move in a certain way. When you put two pieces together, they aren’t in perfect sync. The farther off they are from each other, the more energy is lost in the process, and the worse the whole system works.”

      “That sounds like it would be a nightmare to build anything complex, then.”

      “It is,” Angel replied. “It’s like an increasingly difficult puzzle that will blow up if you put something in wrong. But whoever made the machinery inside you doesn’t seem to have made a single mistake. It’s amazing, and I’m going to steal every last bit of it. Lilian, who made that?”

      She pulled her shirt down and sat up, pressing her lips together. “An old friend.”

      “Where are they? With that level of ability, they could fix this in a day! You’re the most complicated piece of Magitech I’ve ever seen! Aside from a relic, I suppose. But I don’t understand how those work yet, so they don’t count.”

      “Dead,” Lilian replied with a deep frown. “He’s been dead for a long time.”

      “Well, shit,” Angel said. They sat in silence for a few moments. “Do you know where his grave is?”

      “Angel!” Lilian snapped. “Really?”

      “I just wanted to pay my respects,” Angel grumbled. “A talent like that must have been incredibly rare.”

      “You were going to check if he had anything left to rob,” Lilian accused.

      “Yup.”

      Lilian smacked him in the left arm with a snort of laughter. Given their massive difference in strength, it actually hurt a little. “I’ve really got to wonder if that’s actually your real personality, or just a front. Why are you so obsessed with Old World Magic? Nobody in their right mind would ever joke about that.”

      “Why’s it matter?” Angel asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “I’m just curious.”

      “Well, I suppose you did give me something very useful in the form of information,” Angel said, rubbing his chin. “Fine. If you really want to know, it’s because my master instilled the importance of Old World Magic in me before he died. For a variety of reasons, restoring it has been my only real goal ever since I was a little kid.”

      “Who was your master?” Lilian asked.

      “A terrible man with good goals,” Angel replied. “The world is better off without him, but our dream was still the same.”
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      “Is there a reason why?” Lilian asked. “Don’t get me wrong, I want it back too. But it feels like there’s something more there for you.”

      “Not everything is complicated. It’s the pursuit of knowledge, Lilian. Old World Magic is a tool that belongs to everyone. It was lost because a bunch of idiots abused it and caused the Great Wars. I just want to undo the damage they caused.”

      “And how do you know it’s not the Old World Magic itself that’s flawed?” Lilian challenged, making her way over to her bedroll and sliding inside it. “Look what it did to the desert. And the Buried Gods too – how is that something that people should have?”

      “You’re right that the Buried Gods shouldn’t be allowed to exist,” Angel agreed as he crossed his arms. “They’re weapons of war, and Old World Magic should be used to improve life, not destroy it. But they’ve got it, and the rest of the world doesn’t. We need to level the playing field.”

      “I can’t see how that would go wrong,” Lilian said with a chuckle.

      “I’ll deal with that if it happens. I’m going to bring it back, Lilian. Preferably before those Reawakening buggers do. As for you, I’m not comfortable doing any modifications quite yet. It’s not like an artifact where I can start over if something goes wrong. I’ll take another look tomorrow.”

      “That’s fine. Do you want first watch?”

      “I’ll take it.”

      Lilian rolled over, wrapping herself up and huddling from the wind as it started to pick up. Angel drummed his fingers on his knees. He waited until her breathing slowed into a steady rhythm, then pulled the System artifact out of his travel pack.

      The orb hummed at his touch. It seemed different than before – more alive. A tingle ran down his arm. A crackle of purple energy slipped down his right arm. Angel glared at it.

      “Don’t even think about it. This is not for you. You touch this, I am going to be very, very angry.”

      The energy intensified, then flicked out. Angel blinked. Had it understood him? Now that he thought about it, Reave had actually been speaking to the Star Fragment. Did it have some form of intelligence?

      All he seemed able to dig up was more questions. Angel pressed his lips together and made sure to keep a healthy distance between the orb and the Star Fragment. The last thing he needed to do was fry the artifact while it had information about his new relic in it. And Lilian.

      Angel’s mouth turned down at that thought. He’d done his best to hide his true reaction when he saw the Magitech within the woman, but it had set off so many alarm bells that he could barely hear.

      The complexity of the miniature machine within her was unbelievable. Angel was only certain of one thing – Lilian hadn’t lied about whoever made it being dead. There was nobody alive who could make tech like that. Not anymore.

      Angel let out a slow sigh. She was hiding a lot, but it wasn’t like he was being completely open with her. Even so, the opportunity to study the intricate Magitech was something he wasn’t going to get anytime in the near future, and he was determined to make the most of it.

      It took a force of will to put the artifact away. It was too loud, and he didn’t want to wake Lilian and draw any suspicion. He pulled some scrap metal out of his bag and started to shape it, carving pieces off with his metal hand. His movements were fluid and practiced to the point where he was barely paying attention to his work. He was completely lost within his own mind as he reviewed what he’d learned.

      Despite what he’d told Lilian, Angel was more than confident he could make a serviceable adapter that very night. It wouldn’t last long, but it would be enough to give her a significant recharge with the blimp canister. There was even a component that was there specifically for that, but it didn’t seem like Lilian knew it existed.

      He almost made the replacement core then and there. The only thing that stopped him was his ever-growing suspicions of Lilian. Angel liked the woman and seriously wanted to believe that she was truly on his side, but growing up in the desert had left him with little room for naive optimism.

      There were a number of major facts that made him doubt her backstory, and the biggest was the Reawakening base itself. The books that Angel had found on the Reawakening only mentioned the possible existence of the base, not its location.

      There should have been no way for her to know anything about where the base was. Not unless she was related to the Reawakening somehow. Of course, there was the small chance that her artifact was more up to date than the standard maps, and that was what he was holding out hope for.

      Angel tossed the piece of metal back into his bag. She still had some time left. It wouldn’t hurt to put off a solution for a little longer. Not when so much was at risk. If Lilian was innocent, he’d heal her immediately. Her power was failing, but she wasn’t in immediate danger as long as he was near. And if she wasn’t… well, he’d deal with that when the time came.

      Nothing troubled them, and the rest of the night passed silently. They swapped watch halfway through the night. When the next morning arrived, Angel and Lilian had a quick, plain breakfast before setting back off into the desert.

      The next several days of travel fell into a routine. They sped through the desert through the early and daylight hours, then stopped so Angel could continue studying Lilian. While she was asleep, Angel worked on a small device, adding parts to it one by one. A small pack of wargs gave them a scare one night, but they were able to evade the creatures before a fight could break out.

      By the time they grew close to Stormpoint, there was a little less than a week left before Lilian’s self-proclaimed timer ran out. They had yet to even gain sight of the city when Lilian slowed to a stop atop a dune. Angel shot past her, then turned around and hopped off once he got back.

      “What’s going on?” he asked. “We aren’t at Stormpoint yet.”

      “The Reawakening’s base isn’t going to be right at Stormpoint,” Lilian said, shaking her head. “It’s close, but probably still a few days of travel. That’s a problem, as I’ve only got about six days left. Maybe less. Maybe more, but I don’t want to count on it.”

      “That makes sense, but I have no idea where it could be,” Angel said, chewing his lower lip. “I was hoping we could ask around the city. Anything like a dangerous catacomb or hideout would probably have at least some legend around it. Some danger area or the like where people go missing.”

      “We don’t have time,” Lilian said, clenching her hands. “Unless you’ve got the solution to my problems in that head of yours, you need to see more Old World Magic, right? You won’t find that in Stormpoint.”

      “Then what should we do? We can’t just wander around the desert, hoping we’ll stumble into it! If we’re fast enough in the city–”

      “Look, the map artifact I’ve got has an uncharted area,” Lilian said abruptly. Her words came out a little quicker than usual. “It’s about two days out from the city, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like this. It’s as if someone was trying to hide something.”

      Angel fought to keep the unsettling churning sensation he felt in his stomach from reaching his face. “You think it got wiped somehow? And by wiping it, they gave it away?”

      “It’s our best bet,” Lilian said, swallowing. “I’ve got no other choice.”

      “Then we’ll do it,” Angel said. “Lead the way.”

      Lilian nodded. She fired her skates back up and shot off in a slightly new direction. Angel followed her, and the desert sped by once more. They traveled through the day, and the night passed as normal.

      They continued in the same manner the next day, traveling until just a little bit before the sun started to dip below the horizon. Lilian slowed to a stop in the middle of a large, flat stretch of sand.

      The low sun cast the world in dull orange hues, and it was just starting to get chilly enough for Angel to be glad to be off his board.

      “Is this the area?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” Lilian replied, turning her skates off. “It’s here.”

      Angel flipped his eyepiece down and scanned the desert floor. It took a moment for the artifact to pick anything up, but a faint orange line lit up beneath their feet. He wasn’t even particularly surprised to find that it was strongest only a short walk from where they stood.

      “You were right, Lilian,” Angel said, but his excitement was mixed with apprehension. “It’s here. There’s a magical signature beneath our feet.”

      He tossed his board onto his back, then jogged over to where the line ended, and dug around in his pack. Pulling out a specialized canister, Angel twisted the top and placed it on the ground.

      It shuddered as the tube expanded, pressing outwards and shooting sand up like a fountain. The device snapped to its full size, revealing a metal door beneath the sand. It was several times thicker than the entrance to any catacomb that Angel had seen, and lines of Old World Magic ran across it.

      “Would you look at that,” Angel said, trying not to let his true feelings show. “Good guess, Lilian.”

      Lilian said nothing, choosing to hop down into the manmade hole. She grabbed the thick handle and pried the door open. Angel slid down beside her and peered into the darkness. A long hallway greeted them, lined by unlit braziers. At its end were two moderately sized doors.

      “You’ve got four days now,” Lilian said. “If possible, I’d very much like to live through this.”

      “Don’t worry,” Angel said, feeling sick. She’d known exactly where the base was. Her explanation of the map felt hollow and fake. “I’m not far now. Most of the design is in my head. If I can just get the last tiny puzzle piece, I’ll have you fixed up within an hour.”
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      Lilian pushed the double doors open. It was almost unnoticeable, but a faint rumble ran through the cavern. Angel caught a flicker of white energy darting through lines of Old World Magic on the ceiling, but it vanished as quickly as it had appeared.

      Behind the doors was a huge cavern. At its center was a console with a keyboard the size of a small bed before it. Seven tall chairs sat abandoned before the console. One was right before the keyboard, while the others made a semicircle behind it.

      Along the walls of the cavern were eight doors. Seven of them had no apparent way to open them aside from a small hole in the metal at their sides. The eighth was directly across from them and hung open, revealing a long hallway. As they walked inside, Angel felt the floor give way ever so slightly under his feet.

      He knelt, examining it. The metal had an almost springy texture to it when he pushed hard enough. “Strange. It’s just like the Buried God.”

      “Makes sense,” Lilian said. “It must be some Old World Magic building material.”

      “Evidently.” Angel stood up, surveying the room once more. The walls were smooth, and he didn’t see any signs of Magitech. Even the monitor just seemed to be… sitting there, suspended from the ceiling by a long metal bar. “But where are they getting the power? I don’t see anything at all.”

      “There’s probably a storage room somewhere,” Lilian guessed. “Maybe they figured out a way to keep all of it out of sight so they could keep the main room clean.”

      “Good idea,” Angel said as he walked over to the monitor. The chairs were of fine make and, despite being metal, almost looked comfortable. The one at the forefront had some extra designs on it and stood several inches taller than the rest.

      “Should we look for the storage?” Lilian asked.

      “I bet it’s through that open door,” Angel said, nodding at it. “The other seven – those are probably the personal quarters of the Reawakening. If we’re lucky, they just deactivated the power before they ran. There might be a switch of some sort.”

      “I’ll check,” Lilian said, heading down the hallway at what was nearly a light jog. Guilt and worry ate at Angel’s chest as he watched her leave, but he suppressed it until her back disappeared down the hall.

      Angel pulled the System artifact orb out of his travel pack. It hummed at his touch.

      “Wake up,” Angel said, his tone low. “I need information.”

      The artifact twisted open, revealing the metal core. “Greetings, user. Please state your information.”

      “I’m Wonderful,” Angel said, fighting the urge to roll his eyes.

      “User recognized. Greetings, Wonderful. Initial user setup has not yet been completed. Would you like to–”

      “Not right now. You should have received information about a woman by the name of Lilian several days ago.”

      “This is correct. There is information related to an entity called Lilian that has recently been added to my database.”

      “Give it to me,” Angel said. He swallowed. At this point, the data was just the final nail in the coffin. His suspicions had been building up for a long time, but there was little doubt in his mind now. Even still, he wanted to see it with his own eyes. A thought struck him, and he added, “Silently, if possible.”

      “Transferring requested data profile to your visual aid.”

      The eyepiece at his ear flipped down of its own accord, and words flashed across the screen.

      
        
        System-Aided Data:

        Race: Augmented Human

        Name(s): Lilian – Cowl – Mask

        Level 98

      

      

      
        
        Status: Degrading [10% Core Power Remaining]

        Information accuracy: 100%

      

      

      
        
        Strength: 82:

        Intelligence: 28

        Nimbleness: 50

        Toughness: 36

      

      

      
        
        Comparative Rating: Significant Threat

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

      

      

      
        
        Element(s): Flesh

      

      

      “Buried Gods,” Angel muttered, but there wasn’t a single note of surprise in his voice. His hands tightened at his sides. Lilian was part of the group that was slaughtering thousands of people across the Barren, and deep down, he’d known it.

      More than that – she was one of the seven main members. The Mask. Angel ran back over what he’d learned about the Reawakening, but there was almost nothing about their individual powers.

      He let out a heavy sigh. Of course, there wasn’t much Lilian could do now. She – or was it he – hadn’t been lying about dying. He could see the energy store weakening within her every day, and the System had confirmed that.

      A hum ran through the room. Floodlights blinked on around the edges, illuminating it in bright yellow light. The monitor before him hummed to life, runes forming across it. Angel let out a chuckle. Lilian had found the power source all right. It only made sense. One didn’t have to look hard for a switch when it was in their own house.

      The device he’d been working on for the past several days felt heavy in his travel pack. Lilian’s replacement heart. He pulled it out. It was roughly spherical and covered with thin lines of Old World Magic that strongly resembled the ones in Lilian’s body.

      They weren’t nearly at the same level of quality, but Angel was almost certain it was fully functional. The new runes and miniscule scale had thrown him for a loop, but he’d managed to pick them up.

      Part of him wanted to crush the sphere under his boot. He didn’t want to think about how many people Lilian had killed or what acts she’d done, but it wasn’t like he was a saint. Nobody who made a living in the Barren was. His fingers tightened around the device. Then they loosened, and his brow furrowed.

      “I found the power!” Lilian called, walking out from the hallway. Angel flicked his eyepiece back and gave her a nod as she walked up to stand beside him.

      “Good job.”

      “It wasn’t too hidden,” Lilian replied. She glanced down at the orb in his hand. “What’s that?”

      “A problem,” Angel replied. He pressed his lips together, then handed the orb to her. “Give me that blimp canister you’ve been carrying around.”

      Lilian’s eyes widened. She pulled the large canister out of her bag and unwrapped it, spilling luminescent blue light across the cavern. Angel had her set it on the ground. He sat down, holding it in place with his legs as he twisted a tab on the top.

      A sharp hiss escaped the canister as blue liquid started to spill out the top. It turned to a fluorescent gas moments after escaping, floating up in a cloud around them. Angel shoved the small orb into the gap and gave it a sharp twist.

      There was a click as it locked in place. Some gas still escaped around it, but the lines on the orb started to light up one by one. After a minute, Angel removed his project and twisted the tab back shut, stopping the flow of energy.

      “Here,” Angel said, handing Lilian the small device. “This isn’t permanent, but it’ll keep you running for a bit more.”

      Lilian swallowed, taking it from him like it was about to explode. She turned it over in her hands, then pulled her shirt up and flipped the hatch open. The device was barely small enough to fit through the hole, but it rolled into place.

      A harmonious whine emerged from within her chest. Blue light flared up within her, and the hatch pulled itself shut, runes lighting up on its outside. Lilian drew in a sharp breath. The lights faded, and she experimentally flexed a hand.

      “You did it,” she muttered. “I’m charging again. But how? You didn’t even see any of the artifacts here yet!”

      “I was going to die from guilt,” Angel said, cracking his neck and standing up. “Tell me something. Why did you save me?”

      “What do you mean? You saved me,” Lilian said, blinking.

      “I wasn’t asking Lilian,” Angel replied. “I was asking Cowl.”

      Lilian’s face froze into a mask. Her head cocked to the side, and her lips pressed thin. “How long did you know?”

      “I’ve had my suspicions ever since we escaped the Buried God,” Angel said. “Nothing to act on, and you were playing nice. However, they were pretty much confirmed when you brought me here.”

      “Why? There was a map–”

      “No there wasn’t,” Angel said, a grin pulling at his lips. “No mention of a Reawakening base anywhere, actually.”

      A bitter laugh burst out of Lilian’s mouth. “You played me.”

      “Like a flute,” Angel agreed. He flexed his metal arm as a canister clicked into place. “Now answer the question. Your relic is missing because you gave it up to save us, didn’t you? Along with your sword, presumably. Why did you do it?”

      “Because I saw another path,” Lilian replied. “One that didn’t involve the Reawakening.”

      “Well, you might want to start talking,” Angel said, light emitting from his arm as it hummed to life. “And it better be convincing. Because if it isn’t, only one of us is going to be walking out of this room.”
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      “I’m not even sure where to start,” Lilian said, choosing her words carefully. “This goes back so far beyond you.”

      “The beginning would be a good place,” Angel said, gesturing for her to keep going. “And sooner rather than later, please. I’ve had enough lies.”

      “Fine.” Lilian ran a hand through her hair and let out a slow sigh. “As you’ve surmised, one of the names I go by is Cowl, although I prefer Lilian. I am – was – one of the seven members of the Reawakening, and I’m six hundred and fifty-eight years old. Each of us possesses a small amount of Old World Magic. Mine is the ability to completely change and alter my form at will.”

      Angel blinked. Part of him wanted to burst into laughter at Lilian’s words, but they made a certain amount of sense. The immense power that Reave possessed and the apparent longevity of the Reawakening had been strange. However, if they were using Old World Magic because they’d manage to retain some of it from before the Great War, it wasn’t completely unreasonable.

      “How did you live so long?”

      “We all had a relic that converted power to life force. When our organs failed from age, we replaced them with Magitech,” Lilian explained. “So long as we had artifacts to feed our relics, we could live.”

      “I see,” Angel said. “Continue. For the sake of time, you can skip to the part that involves me here. I’m interested in the rest as well, but I’d like to know if I’m going to be blasting you to kingdom come sooner rather than later.”

      A smirk tugged at one side of Lilian’s lips. “Then I’ll begin when we first met. I was in search of one of the other members of the Reawakening – Soul. He’s been missing for several years, and I’ve been trying to locate him. I was led to believe that he was in Bronze City.”

      Lilian sat down with a heavy sigh. She rested her hands on her knees before continuing. “Unfortunately, the last sighting of him there was over ten years ago. However, while I was in the area, the Magistrate of Brineview got in touch with the Reawakening. He wanted our help capturing Vanessa in exchange for some resources that we needed to bring back the Buried Gods.”

      “So you were working for him from the start,” Angel said, his voice flat.

      “To a degree,” Lilian admitted. “Silver had no idea of my true nature, though. He was simply given the other end of the tracking device I was using. The Brineview Magistrate’s guards got a little overexcited and wanted to report to him before he’d given us what we needed, so I took care of them. I was meant to give our position away as soon as we were far enough from Bronze City.”

      “It took that long for everything to get sorted out?” Angel asked, cocking his head.

      “Well, no. It was done after just a day or two, but I was enjoying myself.” Lilian shook her head and let out a bitter laugh. “You have to understand something, Angel. After living for as long as I have, you start to detach from the rest of the world. Everyone I knew other than the other members of the Reawakening died, and they weren’t the best company. I’d forgotten what it meant to actually live.”

      “You’re telling me you were having second thoughts about what you’d been doing for six hundred years because… you were having fun?” Angel asked doubtfully.

      “The most powerful reasons are often simple,” Lilian replied. She picked up a stone on the ground and tossed it from hand to hand. “There is little humor or enjoyment in the Reawakening’s task. Do you know what our true goal was? The reason we – they – wanted Old World Magic back?”

      “Some evil world-domination shit?” Angel guessed.

      “No. We all wanted to live longer,” Lilian said, clenching her hands. “The relics were slowly failing. They would have lasted a few more years if we were lucky. We needed more and more magic every year.”

      “Old World Magic would give you a huge extension,” Angel realized, lowering his hand an inch. “You might even be able to get rid of the relics entirely.”

      “Exactly,” Lilian said. “We would have lived, but I think all of us forgot what living actually is. You and Vanessa reminded me of what we used to be like.”

      “But not enough to leave right off the bat?”

      “No,” Lilian replied with a grimace. “Not enough. I gave your position away twice, as I’m sure you’ve gathered. The first was easier than the second. The Reawakening is so close to bringing Old World Magic back, and that hope was powerful. I didn’t want to die, Angel. I still don’t. I feel like I just started to live again.”

      “So what changed?” Angel asked, splaying his fingers out and gesturing to the cavern around them. “Either this is the most elaborate trap I’ve ever seen, or you’ve gone turncoat.”

      “Your talent in Old World Magic,” Lilian said. She nodded at his mechanical arm. “You integrated a relic with New World Magic while trapped with limited resources. Unlike us, you’ve got a chance of setting the world back to what it should be without ending hundreds of thousands of lives with the Buried Gods.”

      The lights in the room flickered, casting them in shadow for a moment before turning back on.

      “You know what the Reawakening is using the Buried Gods for, then?”

      “I was more of a field agent than anything else. I’m far from up to date with our plans, but I know some. A key to bringing back Old World Magic lies somewhere within the Barren,” Lilian said. “Somewhere beyond the ring is a catacomb that key opens, and that’s where the source of Old World Magic is. We’ve found that much. The Buried Gods are the only constructs powerful enough to pass deep into the Ring. But with your talents, I believe you could find a way to bring Old World Magic back through study and research, not copying the mistakes of our forefathers.”

      “Hold on,” Angel said, raising a hand. “What about the Magitech inside you? That was easily as advanced as anything I’ve ever done, if not more.”

      Lilian’s hands clenched at her sides. “That was done by Soul. He’s the one who created the system inside each Reawakening member before he vanished around ten years ago. He was a true master of Magitech and was convinced that there was a secret in the Barren that would enable him to retrieve Old World Magic without the Buried Gods.”

      Angel let out a slow breath. “So you were willing to bet everything you’ve done for the past six hundred years on the off chance that I would figure out how Old World Magic works enough to bring it back before the Reawakening does?”

      “Just about,” Lilian said. An embarrassed laugh slipped out of her mouth. “That and I could feel that my relic was fading fast. I wouldn’t have made it much longer, with or without Old World Magic. You were my only hope. Soul could have done something too, which is why I was looking for him, but no such luck there.”

      “I see,” Angel said. “And that leads us to where we stand now. You might no longer be part of the Reawakening, but you’re responsible for the deaths of thousands of people. Old World Magic should help people, not destroy them. I’m no paragon of morality, but that disgusts me.”

      Lilian matched his gaze. Her eyes were ice cold, like two crystal orbs deep beneath the earth. “My care for the lives of others faded over the course of the last six hundred years, Angel. Don’t misunderstand me. I care for the people I know. You, Silver, even Vanessa. Your lives hold meaning to me. But those of the countless masses that exist just for the next meal? They do not matter in the grand scheme of things. I don’t care about them. I just want to live.”

      “And what if I decide that it’s my duty to play executioner?” Angel asked, his arm humming to punctuate his words. “To end you here, make you pay for the suffering you caused.”

      “Then I would die. If not during the fight with you, then shortly after.”

      “Well, at least you’re honest,” Angel said. “One last question then, Lilian. Why should I save you? You’re a mass murderer that shows no regret. You saved my life, but it was only to save yourself later.”

      “There’s no way for you to fight the Reawakening on your own. My powers would be instrumental when you fight against them.”

      “And why should I believe that you won’t just turn against me again?”

      “Because I want to live,” Lilian replied. “And for all intents and purposes, Soul is dead.”

      “What if he wasn’t?” Angel pressed. “Wouldn’t you just turn against me again? These are your old friends, after all. No, I don’t think you’ve told me everything, Lilian. There’s more. But you’ve given me enough to make my decision.”

      “So?”

      “You betrayed me,” Angel said. “I won’t forgive that so easily, but you’re right. Your talents would be invaluable against the Reawakening. I want a promise. From here on out, you work for me. You’re going to repay your debt to the desert, and I’ll keep you alive to do your job. And, in case you’re thinking about lying to me…”

      He reached into his bag and pulled out a small metal marble. “Another one of my creations. Inspired by an explosive, but with a twist. Observe. I am a woman.”

      The orb lit up with green light. “I am a man.”

      The light flicked out. “If you lie while holding this orb, it starts glowing. If you don’t say something true right after, it’ll explode.”

      Angel flicked the marble to Lilian. “Do you agree to work your debts off in my service, doing anything and everything I ask of you without hesitation in exchange for your life?”

      “Those are some pretty open-ended terms,” Lilian observed. “Is anything and everything really needed? I mean…”

      “Yes or no,” Angel said, narrowing his eyes.

      Lilian glanced down at the marble in her hand. Then she let out a slow breath and met his gaze. “Yes.”

      The marble didn’t change. Angel gave her a slow nod, then took the marble back and slipped it into his travel pack. “Then let’s get to work. We have a lot to learn here and not very much time to do it.”
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      Angel hopped into the chair in front of the monitor. Then he paused, squinting up at the runes. There was clearly a passcode of some sort to access the terminal. “Ah… I don’t suppose you happen to know this?”

      Lilian shook her head, rising to her feet and walking to stand beside him. She tapped several of the runes on the screen in quick succession. With a small ding, it flashed and revealed a plain model of a man’s head.

      “Welcome back, Cowl,” the head said, turning to look straight at Cowl. Angel frowned, glancing around to see if he could spot what the face was using to locate them but failing to find it. “What information would you like me to retrieve?”

      Lilian glanced at Angel. “What do you want to start with?”

      “The location of the artifacts you’ve got in here,” Angel said without an ounce of hesitation. “Relics too, if you’ve got them.”

      “We didn’t just have a bunch of relics sitting around,” Lilian said with a scoff. “If they were that easy to come across, we wouldn’t have been sacrificing people to power the Buried Gods. As for artifacts… Open my door, please.”

      One of the seven doors clicked open at her words. The face gave Lilian a small nod. “I have unlocked your room. Is there anything else you would like?”

      “Not right now. Remain on standby,” Lilian replied, gesturing for Angel to follow her and walking towards the cracked-open door. Angel did as she requested, peering over her shoulder as they approached the room.

      He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting, but Lilian’s room didn’t shock him in the slightest. It was plain, like a large metal box with a bed and a desk. There were no furnishings or any signs of life. It looked worse than a prison cell.

      “Wow, your taste for decoration is absolutely atrocious,” Angel said, glancing around. He was wary of Lilian, but at least for the time being, he was relatively sure she would work with him. “You lived here for six hundred years and couldn’t even put a drawing on the wall or something?”

      “Not all six hundred years,” Lilian said. “I spent almost all of my time in the Reawakening as a field agent – usually inside a city, manipulating a government official. This is just one of our bases. The largest one, but it’s been a while since we last stayed here. I wouldn’t have brought you here if I knew the rest of the Reawakening still frequented it.”

      She walked over to her desk and reached underneath it. There was a small click as lines of light lit up behind the walls, briefly illuminating the room. The wall on the far side rumbled, lowering to reveal a thin passageway.

      “Ooh, fancy,” Angel said. “Wait, let me guess. You’ve got whips and chains down there?”

      Lilian scoffed, but it turned into a small laugh at the end. She headed into it with Angel close behind her. It didn’t last long, and they soon emerged into a long hallway. It was dark, but as soon as Lilian set foot within it, rows of glass tubes on the wall hummed to life with faint green light.

      The floor was strewn with, at first glance, what looked to be metal scrap. There was so much of it that Angel couldn’t even see the actual floor through the layer of trash on top of it. It was everything from discarded motors to broken glass tubes to weapons.

      “Better kinds of toys,” Lilian said. “Artifacts. Nothing too amazing, so don’t get too excited. Most of this is artifacts that were damaged. Soul was meant to fix them, but when he went missing, we didn’t bother moving anything.”

      Angel knelt, picking up a dagger with some basic runework on the hilt. There was a scar going clean through several lines of the runes, rendering it useless. He tossed it back to the ground and let out a slow whistle. “It could take me a year to go through all of this and catalogue all of it.”

      “So can you do anything with it?”

      He rubbed his hands together, excitement building as a gleeful laugh slipped out of his lips. “Do anything? This is amazing, Lilian! Wait, do you prefer Cowl or Lilian? Are you even a woman? Now that I’m no longer considering blowing your brains out, I’m kind of confused.”

      Lilian’s skin rippled like a pool of water, molding and flowing as her chin grew square and her chest gained muscle. Her body morphed until she looked like a gruff warrior. “Would you prefer I look like this?”

      “I don’t care what you look like,” Angel said, grimacing. “I just need to figure out what to think of you as. It’s getting all jumbled in my head.”

      She chuckled, turning back to her female appearance. “This is what I looked like before I joined the Reawakening. I thought it might be apt to return to it now that I’ve left. I don’t know if I have any true claim to either gender anymore. I just… am.”

      “A woman you are, then. Let me know if you change your mind,” Angel said, perching on a large plate and digging a box out of the trash around him. Tubes hung from it, disconnected and covered with dried grayish liquid. He scanned over it, making note of any runes he didn’t recognize.

      Lilian watched him work for several minutes before sitting down near the entrance. She picked up the dagger he’d discarded and examined it. “So, what now? You said it yourself, looking through this could take you a year.”

      “Why do you care?” Angel asked, glancing away from the cube and cocking his head to the side with a small grin. “All you want is to live, right? It shouldn’t matter what happens to everyone else in the desert. Unless you actually care about others, and your whole selfish act isn’t completely true.”

      Lilian crossed her arms and let out a sharp breath. Angel laughed and returned his attention to the artifact, completely ignoring her. He managed to get nearly ten more minutes of work in before Lilian threw her hands into the air.

      “Fine! I might feel the slightest bit bad about what I’ve helped the Reawakening do, and I don’t want more of it to happen. But what about your whole speech about caring for people? You should be the one rushing!”

      “I am rushing,” Angel said, setting the box down and prying at it with his mechanical hand. “But I’m not going to run blind. I need every bit of magic I can get my hands on if we want to stand against the rest of the Reawakening. You said two were missing, and you just left, so that leaves them with… four members, right?”

      Lilian nodded. Angel tore the box open with a screech of metal on metal and peered inside it, cataloging the runes.

      “So you’re going to stay here until you learn enough to challenge them?”

      “Of course not,” Angel said. “Do you really think I’d leave valuable information behind? I’d never forgive myself. No, I’m not leaving here without every last scrap of knowledge I can get my hands on.”

      “But–”

      Angel reached into his bag and pulled out the System artifact. It snapped open at his touch, scanning both him and Lilian before letting out a low hum.

      “I’m Wonderful,” Angel said, rolling his eyes as the orb gave him a cheerful chirp. “You’ve got a scanner, right?”

      “That is correct,” the orb said, its merry voice crackling as it rose into the air. “I am equipped with a basic analysis tool for the purpose of identifying objects and creatures charged with magical energy.”

      “Wonderful,” Angel said. “Go memorize every single rune you can find in this room. Set aside any object with a rune that doesn’t show up frequently. Don’t bother with anything I’ve already looked at – I’ll make a pile behind me.”

      The orb crackled, floating slightly lower than it had been. “Oh. You don’t have something important to scan?”

      “I do have something important to scan,” Angel said. He pointed at the garbage on the ground surrounding him. “And it’s all over the floor. Don’t worry, we’ll get to scan big scary stuff soon enough.”

      That seemed to perk the artifact up, and it floated to the far end of the hall. Blue light washed out from it, following Angel’s instructions. Compared to him, it was nearly sprinting. Even still, there was so much in the room that it wasn’t going to be a quick task.

      “I’ll stay here a week,” Angel said. “That’s enough time for me to figure out everything I need to know while not losing too much time. Fair?”

      Lilian nodded. “Yeah. That’s fair. Is there a way I can help?”

      “Unless you know runes, not here. However, there’s probably some interesting information in the Reawakening’s database. Can you try to compile anything relevant?”

      “Yeah. I can do that,” Lilian said. “Good luck. I hope you find something useful.”

      “So do I,” Angel said, setting the box aside and picking up a small metal brooch with miniscule wings poking out from either side. “For all of our sakes, so do I.”
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      Angel spent the next several days making good on his promise. He barely ever left the room as he sorted through all the discarded artifacts, cataloguing and studying any runes or Old World Magic patterns that he’d yet to learn.

      Without the help of his new System artifact, it would have been impossible to finish in time. Even with his tireless work, the room shrank at a maddeningly slow pace. Lilian often showed up at the door to watch him work for several minutes before returning to whatever she was doing in the main hall.

      Angel’s efforts, as tedious as they were, started to pay dividends quickly. With every new rune, a tiny piece of an enormous puzzle clicked into place. While most men would have grown tired or bored, his excitement only grew with every passing hour. Lilian often had to remind him to eat after he skipped several meals, engrossed in drawing out a rune’s true purpose. He barely slept for more than a few hours each night, unable to keep himself asleep with so much potential knowledge waiting for him.

      It took Angel around five days to get through a quarter of the room. In the same time, his artifact had scanned the remainder of it and compiled a several-page list of every piece of information it deemed important.

      After reviewing the list and spending some time associating it with his current knowledge, Angel sat back and let out a shaky breath. His hands trembled slightly in a mixture of excitement and exhaustion.

      “Angel?” Lilian asked, glancing at him from the edge of the hall. “Are you okay? You’ve been staring at the wall for nearly ten minutes.”

      “I’ve never been better,” Angel said, running a hand through his hair and drawing in a deep breath. “This is just unbelievable. There are so many artifacts here that, even with the abysmal rate of taking them apart to learn how they work, I’ve still managed to learn more than I have in the last several years. I’m so close, Lilian. Everything is falling into place. I’m just missing a few tiny little pieces.”

      “You sound like a lunatic,” Lilian observed. “And that should mean a lot coming from the six-hundred-year-old murderer with no feelings. How much did you sleep tonight?”

      “I didn’t,” Angel said, picking up a plate of copper and staring at his bedraggled reflection in it. “Far too much work to do. Sleep can wait.”

      Even as he spoke, a yawn forced its way out of his lips. As soon as Angel closed his eyes, a wave of dizziness washed over him. He desperately tried to stay awake, but his traitorous body rebelled against his mind, casting it down into a pit of darkness. He slumped forward, collapsing in a snoring pile on the ground.

      When Angel awoke again, he was lying on something soft. He blinked, his mind trying to catch up with the events of the last week. His cheek was pressed against his travel blanket, and a cold metal wall rose a short distance from his nose.

      He rolled over with a groan. Lilian sat a short distance away from him in the tall chair before the monitors. She glanced over as he pushed himself upright.

      “How long did I sleep?” Angel asked.

      “Nearly an entire day,” Lilian replied, tapping the screen and bringing a new window up. “I’m just shocked you lasted that long without crashing.”

      “This place is like a dream come true,” Angel said as he rose to his feet and brushed his clothes off. “I can’t waste the time I’ve got here. Speaking of which…”

      His eyes alighted on the piece of copper that he’d grabbed shortly before passing out. Lilian had brought it up with him. He grabbed it, taking his scribe in the other hand as he started to carve magic into the plate.

      After just under an hour of work, he was done. Angel rocked back, returning his scribe to its place and running his fingers over the carvings he’d put into the metal.

      “What’s that?” Lilian asked.

      “Old World Magic,” Angel breathed. He brought a mote of energy to the palm of his left hand and pressed it into a circle of runes on the center of the plate. Energy ran down, expanding outwards radially and lighting up piece by piece. “Behold!”

      A hum emitted from the plate, growing in intensity with every passing second. And then, just as it reached its crescendo, it vanished. The light blinked out, leaving Angel staring at it in bewilderment.

      “Wow. That was really impressive,” Lilian said, completely unimpressed.

      “I don’t get it,” Angel said, baffled. He scanned over the runes again and shook his head. “No, I’m certain. The runes are right. This should be basic as far as Old World Magic goes. It’s just drawing the ambient energy in the air to keep some lines lit. The spark of energy I put into it should have been enough to keep it running.”

      He sent another orb of magic into the plate, but it achieved the same results. Angel pressed his lips together and let out a contemplative hum. “I don’t get it. That pattern was almost completely copied from a broken artifact.”

      “Well, it was broken,” Lilian pointed out.

      “Not in that way. There was damage, but I confirmed each rune. I’m confident I got it right.”

      “Well, maybe it’s because you don’t have a real power source?” Lilian offered. “I mean, you just sent a spark of energy into the plate. There’s no actual energy storage.”

      “This pattern shouldn’t need a storage,” Angel said, crossing his arms. “That was the whole point. It draws energy from the environment, eliminating the need for a storage. Or at least, that’s what it should have done.”

      “You know, Soul mentioned something of the same nature at some point,” Lilian said, cocking her head to the side in thought. “He wasn’t particularly talkative about it, but I do remember some of the artifacts we used breaking more often. He insisted that it was the artifacts themselves, but we figured that we’d just gotten too strong to use them safely.”

      “Do you remember which artifacts they were?” Angel asked, setting the plate down.

      “Not exactly. It was almost two hundred years ago,” Lilian said, rubbing the back of her head. “But I don’t think they had an energy storage either. I could be wrong, though.”

      “Interesting,” Angel muttered. “Well, as disappointing as that is, I’ve still made enormous progress. I’d like to upgrade my arm before we leave. But, before that, what have you been up to?”

      Lilian waved to the screen, and the three-dimensional head formed once more.

      “Please bring up the information I gathered,” Lilian told it, rising from her chair and gesturing for Angel to sit down. “I’ve compiled as much as I could find about all of the members of the Reawakening. Knowing what we’re up against will hopefully be of use.”

      “Perfect,” Angel said, sliding into the chair. There was a flash of doubt in his mind as he wondered if Lilian had gathered real data or if this was just another plot. He banished it with a thought. The decision to trust her had already been made. If she was going to betray him again, he’d deal with it when it happened.

      A window with an image of Reave appeared before him on the screen. His two mechanical wings stretched out behind his back, energy crackling down them.

      “Reave is known as the Blade of the Reawakening,” the terminal head said. “He is the most adept at combat out of the Reawakening and possesses Old World Magic that allows him to control plasma. His abilities cause him enormous pain, so he does not often use them at full strength.”

      “Wait,” Angel said, holding a hand up. “You’re telling me that he wasn’t trying when we fought? Like, I know he wasn’t doing his best, but…”

      “He was barely at ten percent of his strength, if I had to guess,” Lilian said. “I’ve only seen him use his full power twice, and both were during the Great War. Every time he channels the plasma, it ravages his body. That’s why it’s all bandaged.”

      “I’d feel bad for him if he weren’t a mass murderer,” Angel said, but he let out a sigh. “That doesn’t bode well for us in an all-out fight.”
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      “No. It does not,” Lilian agreed. “I’ve only ever seen him use his full strength twice, and he was bedridden for weeks afterwards each time.”

      “Well, that does explain a lot,” Angel said. He leaned forward, making a swiping motion at the screen. It didn’t move. He frowned, then glanced at Lilian. “Who’s next?”

      “That would be Shield,” Lilian said. The screen moved of its own accord, bringing up a new window depicting a heavily muscled man with tanned skin. He had long, flowing black hair. In one hand he held a spiked mace, and in the other a huge tower shield.

      “I wonder where he got his name,” Angel said with a dry laugh. “What’s this guy do?”

      “His power is the simplest out of all of ours,” Lilian explained. “But he’s also possibly the most member of the Reawakening behind Heart and Soul. He creates clones of himself, and they make up the majority of our forces. He’s also got some more magic related to controlling his and their bodies. I believe he can make himself stronger with the bodies of the clones, but I don’t know any specifics.”

      Angel let out a slow whistle. “Right. That explains a lot. There’s got to be a limit to it, but that sounds terrifying.”

      “He is,” Lilian agreed. “But he’s also not particularly bright, and neither are his clones. They follow Mind’s orders well enough, but they’re easy enough to trick, as is he. If we’re fighting him, the main way we can win is by taunting or provoking him into doing something dumb.”

      Lilian waved her hand, bringing up a new image on the screen. This time, it was a short woman with a cloak and a staff clutched in both of her hands. Like all of the others, she wore a metal mask.

      “This is Body,” Lilian said. “She’s one of the two Reawakening members with psychic Old World Magic. She can influence your thoughts and actions with her voice.”

      “That’s possibly the most dangerous one of you so far, then,” Angel said, narrowing his eyes as he memorized the woman’s appearance. “Then again, a lot of attractive people can do that by pulling their shirt up. How much control are we talking about?”

      “I’m honestly not sure,” Lilian admitted. “It works more on some people than it does others, and I think it’s weakened, just like some of the other Old World Magic is as of the last few hundred years. Some people completely lose control, and others are only strongly compelled.”

      “Gotcha,” Angel said, rubbing his chin. “So potentially dangerous or potentially useless. Well, better than guaranteed to be dangerous, I suppose. And what of the last three?”

      A lanky man popped up on the screen. He looked completely unremarkable aside from the Reawakening mask on his face.

      “This is Mind,” Lilian said. “He can’t really fight, but he’s the other member with psychic talents. He can directly communicate to the other members of the Reawakening no matter the distance, so long as they’re willing and conscious.”

      Angel frowned. He cocked his head to the side as realization washed over his face. “Is that why you used to always cock your head while you were pretending to be Cowl? You were listening to him?”

      “And replying,” Lilian said with a nod. “That connection has been severed between us, now. I cut it after giving them my relic, and he can’t contact me unless I let him in.”

      “Interesting. Noted.”

      “As for the last two.” Lilian let out a heavy sigh and shrugged as she slumped down in the uncomfortable chair. “Well, I doubt you’ll have any trouble here. Heart is dead. He died two hundred years ago. He was probably the kindest out of us all. He reminded me of you, actually. Wanted to bring Old World Magic back without too much damage to people.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Angel said. “It sounds like he was a good man.”

      “He was,” Lilian agreed. She nodded up to the screen, which flashed one more time. It revealed a man with salt-and-pepper hair that was cut close to his head. He carried a thick book on one hip and a sword on the other. “This man is Soul. He went missing several years ago.”

      Angel didn’t respond. He stared at the picture before him, a cold chill dancing up his spine and prickling at the nape of his neck.

      “Angel?” Lilian asked, glancing up at him.

      “What did he look like without the mask?” Angel asked.

      Lilian blinked. “Look like? He was rather average, really. Grizzled features, brown eyes and a short beard. He also had–”

      “A crooked nose,” Angel finished. “Pointed off to the left.”

      “How did you know that?” Lilian asked, scrambling out of the chair so they could stand eye to eye. “You met Soul? When? Where?”

      “More than ten years ago,” Angel said. “And I didn’t just meet him, although I didn’t know him by Soul. I called him Master.”

      Lilian’s eyes widened as she realized the magnitude of Angel’s words. “That’s why you know so much about Old World Magic,” she breathed. “He taught you runes?”

      “Tinkering, Hunting, Seeking, all of it,” Angel said. “He was the best at all of them. I guess it helps to have six hundred years to master your craft. What was his Old World Magic power, Lilian?”

      “He had the equivalent of an Old World Magic guidebook in his head,” Lilian said slowly. “Soul was essentially the best Tinkerer to ever live. He knows what every rune does and the best uses for it from the first moment he sees it.”

      Angel let out a slow breath. He shook his head, then let out a bitter laugh. “That makes a certain amount of sense. The man was such an asshole that I should have known he was from your group as soon as I met Reave. But why did he leave?”

      “He said he found a way to return Old World Magic, but he had to do it on his own,” Lilian said. “Why did he teach you?”

      “I have no idea,” Angel replied. “I was living on the streets in Bronze City when I met him. I was a thief. Tried to pickpocket him, but I got caught. For some reason, he decided to teach me. I traveled with him for several years, and he taught me a lot of what I know now.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” Lilian said, shaking her head. “I mean, I suppose he might have taken pity on a random child, but why didn’t he ever respond to Mind? And you clearly split off from him at some point, right? So why didn’t he get in contact then?”

      Lilian paced back and forth in the room, running her hands through her hair. “I can’t believe it. Soul was in Bronze City after all. I’ve been traveling with his student. Buried Gods, the biggest lead to the person I’ve been searching for has been right under my nose!”

      “Why do you care so much about what happened to him?” Angel asked. “Soul was a miserable person, Lilian. Even Reave seemed like better company. Minus the whole human sacrifice thing, of course.”

      Lilian frowned. “Soul was quite kind. He wasn’t a saint by any means, but he was a good man. Even by your standards, he should have been fine. He just wanted to return Old World Magic to extend his life so he could research more magic. That was his only goal.”

      “I don’t think we knew the same man,” Angel said, crossing his arms. “My master was a miserable, wretched man that delighted in the suffering of others. He sought power at any cost and used people like tools. I watched him sacrifice the lives of five Seekers – men we’d been traveling with for two years. My friends. My family, basically. And do you know what he traded them for? A single broken artifact, Lilian. It didn’t even work!”

      Angel’s voice progressively rose as he spoke, finishing in a yell as his hands tightened at his sides. Purple energy crackled around his mechanical arm, scoring across the floor beside him.

      “I – that doesn’t sound like him at all,” Lilian said. She rubbed her forehead. “But he could still be your best shot at stopping the Reawakening, Angel. He knows more about Old World Magic than anyone alive. If there’s another way to bring it back, he could lead us to it.”

      “No.”

      “What do you mean, no?” Lilian demanded.

      “He isn’t the best at Old World Magic, and he can’t lead us to it,” Angel said.

      “Why not? You can’t let your personal feelings get in the way here,” Lilian snapped, matching his position and crossing her arms.

      “Because he’s dead, Lilian,” Angel replied, his eyes flashing cold. “I killed him.”
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      “You what?” Lilian asked, taking a step back. “Why? How?”

      “I already said why,” Angel said. He shook his head and let out a sigh. “I don’t care who he could have been, Lilian. Even if I had the chance to go back and change it, I wouldn’t. He was an evil man that deserved everything that came to him.”

      “But he was one of the strongest members of the Reawakening,” Lilian protested. “With all due respect, you couldn’t even beat me in a fair fight before your upgrades. How did you kill Soul when you were just a kid?”

      “With a catacomb,” Angel replied. “While we were delving into an area that he was convinced had information about Old World Magic. When we got deep enough, he was so focused on his work that I was able to intentionally set off several traps without him noticing. While he fought the defenses, I was able to seal him inside the room. He should have starved to death.”

      “How do you know he didn’t escape?”

      “I made sure there was only one exit to the room when I made my move,” Angel said, pressing his lips together. “And I waited outside the doors for two weeks to make sure he didn’t escape. He tried, but after the first week, the attacks on the doors stopped. He’s dead, Lilian.”

      “I – well, shit,” Lilian finished, slumping back down into the chair and shaking her head. “I thought we had a lead. Now we’re right back to where we started, only I know that you killed Soul.”

      “Were you hoping to find him so that he could repair you instead of me?”

      “A bit,” Lilian admitted, letting out a bitter laugh. “You can’t blame me. I’ve promised to be on your side, but you’ve got a lot less reason to keep me around if we manage to defeat the rest of the Reawakening.”

      “Then I suppose you’ll just have to make yourself useful enough to prove that you don’t deserve to go down with the rest of them,” Angel said. He rubbed his chin. “But I don’t think everything is lost. If Soul was a member of the Reawakening… does this thing have a map?”

      Lilian blinked, then nodded. She straightened in the chair and waved her hand to get the computer’s attention. In the back of the room, from the hallway that Lilian had turned the power back on through, steam hissed out of a vent.

      “Bring up a map of the Great Desert,” Lilian said.

      The screen flickered, turning to the color of the dark sand as a graphic image of the Barren appeared upon it. Angel squinted at it for several moments before putting his finger on a spot near the top left, nestled within a huge valley.

      “This is where I killed Soul,” Angel said. “If he starved to death, the relic in him should still be functional. We can replace the temporary one I put in you with that. In addition, if he really did know something about Old World Magic that he didn’t tell me, a clue could be left in this catacomb.”

      Lilian’s eyes widened. “I didn’t even think of that. It could work!”

      “The only problem is that we’re easily two weeks of travel away,” Angel said, letting out an annoyed sigh. “That’s a lot of time wasted. If we’re wrong…”

      “We can’t afford to be,” Lilian said. “But Soul knew more about Old World Magic than anyone. If he thought there was something there, it could have been what he was looking for, or at least a big clue.”

      “Then I suppose we’ll have to rely on him one last time,” Angel said. He let out a laugh and spun on his heel. His System artifact floated after him as he paced around the room. “We should start moving. Can you get the personal quarters of the other Reawakening members open to check if they have anything of worth?”

      “I can’t,” Lilian said with a regretful shake of her head. “The rooms are all bound to us, and I can’t mess with this terminal. Not even Soul could. It’s not Old World Magic, it’s a branch of the System. Not even Soul knew how to mess with that.”

      “Fair enough,” Angel admitted. “I don’t either. In that case, I think we’ve gotten everything we can from here. We should leave immediately. Besides, I think our food reserves have to be getting low by now.”

      “They are,” Lilian said as she rose to her feet. “This isn’t how I pictured today going in the slightest.”

      “Can’t always be in control,” Angel replied with a smirk. “Things might get boring. Is there anything here you need to collect?”

      “No. I’ve got what I need.”

      “Then lead the way,” Angel said, nodding to the valley on the map. “Icebound Valley. Let’s see what Soul’s grave has to offer us.”

      Lilian cast one last glance back at the room before turning and heading towards the exit with Angel close behind her. Both of them felt more than a little reluctance to leave, although it was almost certainly for different reasons.

      Angel was in the midst of barely winning a massive fight within himself. With everything he’d learned from the Reawakening’s old hideout, he was confident that the relic’s secrets – both the one in his arm and the broken one – were within grasping distance.

      He desperately wanted to lock himself in a room and research them until he knew every bit of how they worked. However, with the Reawakening on the loose, he couldn’t afford such luxuries.

      With a defeated sigh, Angel settled for promising himself that he’d spend a few hours each night examining it instead of losing a whole extra week – or more.

      Once they emerged back onto the windswept desert, Lilian rolled her shoulders. With a series of cracks, butterfly wings sprouted from her back, and she let out a relieved groan.

      “You have no idea how frustrating it was using those shoddy skates.”

      “They survived the ballista bolt?” Angel asked, raising an eyebrow. He snatched his System artifact from the air, and it turned off with a hum before Angel placed it back within his bag.

      “The bolt went into my chest at a downward angle, so it just barely avoided them,” Lilian replied as her wings hummed to life, and Angel got onto his board. “I’m just lucky it didn’t damage the artifact, or I would have really been dead. I can heal my flesh in a few seconds, but not damage to Magitech.”

      They zipped forward through the desert with Lilian at the lead. The rest of the day, luckily, went by without any major event. Whatever monsters might have been in the area had evidently elected to leave the two alone due to what they’d learned.

      When night started to fall, Angel could barely contain his excitement. The dread that the Reawakening filled him with paled in comparison with his excitement to finally start cracking the secret of the relic within him.

      He tried to keep himself from calling the camp early but failed and had Lilian stop around an hour before they normally would have. She shot him a look but said nothing as the two laid out their sleeping arrangements.

      As soon as everything was laid out, Angel drew the System artifact out of his bag. It hummed to life with a gentle ding.

      “I’m Wonderful,” Angel said, too eager to even feel annoyance at his nickname.

      “Welcome back, Wonderful,” the artifact said, spinning in the air. “How may I be of assistance?”

      “I would like your help with deciphering how this works,” Angel said, pulling out the broken relic that the catacomb had given him. The metal cylinder was significantly easier to start with than the cube in his arm, as it actually had runes on it. “Can you help by confirming if my theories are correct when I state them so I don’t accidentally blow us all up?”

      “Yes,” the artifact said.

      “Fantastic,” Angel said, turning the cylinder over and searching for an appropriate place to start. He spotted a rune that was often linked to activation near one of its ends and flipped it to get a better look.

      “It’s so complex,” Angel muttered, examining the miniscule rows of drawings that made up the Old World Magic. “But this is an energy converter, right? One that’s meant to emit a certain amount of power at a very steady rate.”

      He paused, glancing up at the artifact. It said nothing. Several moments passed. Angel’s eyes narrowed. “Am I wrong?”

      “No,” the artifact said cheerfully.

      “Then why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Your query was if I was capable of assistance, and that was answered with ‘yes’. No further action was necessary,” the artifact replied.

      “I swear you choose to be pedantic entirely on a whim,” Angel grumbled. “Fine. Please assist me with determining the function of this relic.”

      “Very well, Wonderful.”

      Angel repeated his first theory about the artifact.

      “That seems to be correct based on the information that we have currently gathered,” the artifact reported. “The System does not have any records here, so please keep that in mind.”

      Angel nodded absentmindedly, already delving deeper into the intricacies of the damaged relic to see what he could glean from it. The cylinder seemed simple, but he was more than aware that any relic was anything but.
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      The work went slowly. Sound faded as every ounce of focus that he had zoomed in on the tube-shaped relic. Angel’s hands moved slowly but surely as he ran through the runes upon it, identifying them one by one.

      It took him over an hour to finish. If it hadn’t been for the System artifact’s help, it would have been double that. Angel rocked back, information rattling around in his brain. His eyepiece light blinked off as he looked up into the sky, realizing that night had fallen.

      “Make any progress?” Lilian asked from atop her bedroll.

      “I haven’t even started,” Angel replied. “But compared to before – yes. I’ve made progress. I’m pretty sure I know what this is now.”

      Lilian cocked an eyebrow expectantly.

      “It’s a multiplier. It takes some input and makes it several orders of magnitude stronger,” Angel said. “I’m not exactly sure how it works yet, though. Nor do I know what the input is meant to be. There’s a very good chance that this thing comes apart and has more runes within it.”

      “So are you going to stay up all night working on it?”

      “As much as I’d like to – no,” Angel said, shaking his head with a sigh. “I need light, and we don’t want to attract a bunch of monsters to our camp. Not to mention flying around on my board while sleepy is a horrible idea. I’ll just continue tomorrow.”

      “Your call,” Lilian replied. She gave him a small shrug and slipped into her bedroll. “You can take first watch, then.”

      Angel nodded his agreement, staring off into the night as she went to sleep. He turned the relic over in his hand before putting it away before he could get distracted and start working on it again.

      The rest of the night passed without issue, and he soon woke Lilian up for her own watch and went to bed. Thoughts of relics and Old World Magic danced through his dreams like elusive faeries, beckoning him closer towards his ultimate goal but never quite letting him get in reach.

      When the sun rose the following morning, the unlikely duo picked up their camp and set off once again on their artifacts. There was little said between them, as they were both lost within their own thoughts.

      Shortly after they left, a small distance away from where they’d set up camp, a dune churned. The sun glinted off two large reptilian eyes as a low, rumbling snarl escaped the sand. The eyes closed, and a rapid moving ripple shot off in the same direction that Angel and Lilian had left. A moment later, a second ripple followed it.

      Dunes whipped by Angel as he flew behind Lilian, the board’s turbine humming beneath his feet. The sun was particularly strong today, and even the speed that they were travelling at did little to help alleviate it.

      “Not a great day for travel,” Angel called as he pulled out his water flask and took a swig. It felt rather light. He grimaced, peering inside it with one eye while keeping the other on the sand before him. The flask was nearly empty.

      “It’s unfortunate the desert doesn’t bend to our whims, or I’d make sure it was always raining,” Lilian replied with a snort.

      “We’re short on supplies as well. If I’m not mistaken, aren’t we going to pass Belzha soon? It should be on our way.”

      “About ten more hours,” Lilian said after a moment. “I forgot you need to eat, to be honest. I mostly do it to keep up appearances now. My body is completely sustained on magical energy. Shall we stop there?”

      “That would be best,” Angel said. “And speaking of your Magitech, don’t think I’m done examining how that works. I just felt bad about using you while I could at least temporarily improve your problem. Now that we’re on the same team, I want full access to that. Just… after I finish up with my relics.”

      “Don’t you have any shame?” Lilian asked. “That’s my Magitech you’re talking about. Most people would feel embarrassed about asking something like that.”

      “You’re a six-hundred-year-old cultist,” Angel replied. “You don’t care in the slightest.”

      Lilian rolled her eyes and let out a grumble, but she didn’t say anything else. They continued on for several hours in silence before something caught Angel’s eye. The sand far behind them seemed to ripple for an instant.

      It was gone so quickly that part of Angel wanted to dismiss it as an optical illusion or simply his tired mind making something up, but his training was better than that.

      “We might have a monster in pursuit,” Angel told Lilian.

      “I saw it as well,” Lilian said, confirming his suspicions. “It’s pretty fast. Might even be a tad faster than us. If it was anything too dangerous, it probably would have attacked us already.”

      “Most likely a Sand Wyrm,” Angel said. “We probably ended up sitting in its territory and leaving while it was paying attention to us. If it is, it’s best that we fight it with solid ground underneath our feet. I don’t want to take a fall at this speed.”

      “Agreed,” Lilian said. “I don’t have a weapon anymore, but my fists should be enough for anything normal. Let’s stop at the top of that dune up ahead and see if it shows itself.”

      Angel nodded. The two of them let up on their speed, slowing as they crested the sand hill. As soon as they were moving at a reasonable pace, Angel hopped off his board. He skidded several feet across the sand as he threw the artifact onto his back.

      Lilian touched down beside him, her wings slowing to a stop as they turned to watch the ground from where they’d come. Sure enough, a ripple washed over the sand at the base of the dune.

      Realizing that its prey had stopped, it stopped. A bronze scaled snout emerged from the ground, two golden yellow reptilian eyes fixated on them. Foot by foot, a large lizardlike creature freed itself from the ground. It let out a low hiss, a barbed tongue flicking out of its mouth.

      The monster was the size of a large vehicle, with claws that looked like they could tear clean through metal. Beside it, the sand bulged upwards again as a second, similar creature emerged. The only difference between them was that the new monster had curled horns atop its head.

      “Those are Sand Wyrms alright. Young ones, though,” Angel said, flicking his eyepiece down and scanning the first one.

      
        
        Race: Sand Wyrm:

        Level 87

      

      

      
        
        Status: Healthy

        Information accuracy: 82%

        Strength: 48

        Intelligence: 54

        Nimbleness: 80

        Toughness: 42

      

      

      
        
        Rating: Medium Threat:

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

      

      

      
        
        Element(s): None

        Transferring data…

      

      

      The System artifact floated out of his travel bag of its own accord, opening itself up and letting out a ding.

      “Hello, Wonderful. An enemy has been detected. Would you like to initialize combat mode?”

      “Ah, sure?”

      “Data retrieved from System database. Highlighting suggested points of attack.”

      Angel’s eyepiece lit up a spot on the back of the Sand Wyrm’s head, a short distance behind its earhole. He relayed the information to Lilian as the two creatures crawled up the dune towards them.

      “I’ll handle the one on the right,” Lilian said. “You deal with the other.”

      “Works for me,” Angel replied. The gears in his arm whirred as the cylinder holding his canisters rotated, clicking into place. He raised his arm, aiming at the Sand Wyrm.

      The glass tubes along his arm flared with energy as lightning crackled down from his shoulder. A bolt tore out of his palm and howled through the air, slamming into the Sand Wyrm’s snout and drawing out a cry of pain.

      It staggered back, smoke rising from its nostrils. Angel charged towards it, another spell clicking into place. The creature hissed. It shook off the damage it had taken and lunged at Angel, its mouth opening to reveal several rows of jagged teeth.

      Angel fired another lightning bolt into its mouth and leapt into the air, barely clearing it. He grabbed the creature by the top of its nose with his metal arm, twisting to land on its back like the world’s craziest cowboy.

      He slammed his hand against the highlighted point on the creature’s neck, sending a blast of ice into the creature. It screamed, thrashing as cold energy dug through its body, turning its scales brittle.

      The Sand Wyrm bucked and tried to throw Angel off with all its might. He let out a laugh, holding onto its squirming body with his legs as he reared back with his mechanical arm. The small red tubes in the top of his shoulder grew bright as a blast of steam escaped a vent near his back. He thrust his arm forward with all his might, driving the metal fist into the highlighted point.

      Its head jerked to the side as a loud crack split the desert. The monster crumpled, blood pouring from the wound. Its legs gave out from under it, and the monster tumbled forward. Angel leapt from the Sand Wyrm’s back before he could get crushed.

      He landed on his feet and watched the creature skid to a stop, its limbs falling limp at its sides. “Well, that was easier than I’d thought it would be.”
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      A wail rose into the air as the Sand Wyrm facing off against Lilian forced her back with a swipe of its tail and retreated with a large hop. Several of its scales were missing, and one of its eyes was swollen shut.

      The creature slithered backwards into the sand, burrowing into it within moments. It shot off in the direction that it had come, leaving the body of its companion behind it. Angel lowered his arms as the ripple faded into the distance.

      “I miss my sword already,” Lilian said with a sigh. “Punching things just isn’t the same.”

      “There were a good number of pokey bits in your hideout,” Angel pointed out. “Why didn’t you grab one of those?”

      “Nothing that I know how to use with any degree of confidence,” Lilian said. “If you’ll remember, my actual sword was quite large. It was really more like a club than anything, to be honest. A sharp club. Those thin little pigstickers won’t do my fighting style much good.”

      “Well, we can try to find something for you in Belzha. It’s got a decently sized market for artifacts, if I’m not mistaken.”

      The corpse of the Wyrm they’d fought shimmered with blue energy. Motes of light rose off it, dancing through the air before spiraling into Angel’s chest like a river of cold water. He froze mid-sentence, then let out a relieved sigh. His eyepiece dinged, lowering of its own accord to deliver a message.

      
        
        Name: Angel:

        Level: 65 [3%]

      

      

      
        
        Status: Mostly Healthy

        Information accuracy: 100%

        Strength: 12

        Intelligence: 25 [+2]

        Nimbleness: 26

        Toughness: 65

      

      

      
        
        Comparative Rating [Adjusted]: Threat

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

      

      

      
        
        Element(s): Steel, Star Fragment

        Magicore: None (68% Attunement)

        Features: [1/3]

      

      

      “Moving up in the world, huh?” Lilian asked with a smirk.

      “Sure. Only a few thousand more of those and I’ll be as strong as Reave.”

      “Keep dreaming. If you ignore the fact that he’s already got active-style Old World Magic while you only have passive, don’t forget that each System level is harder to get than the last. Reave is so far above you that it isn’t even funny.”

      “For now,” Angel said, eyeing the scaled corpse. There was a core inside it, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to sit around digging for a few Vex when his purse was full of Vei. Despite that, he flipped the blade out on his arm and got to work. Money was money, and he didn’t want to be short a possible power source if he needed one.

      “Oh well. Let’s keep moving. We aren’t too far from Belzha now.”

      They reactivated their artifacts and zipped back off. After the next few hours went by unperturbed, the dunes revealed a medium-sized city in the near distance. Belzha had plain stone walls with Magitech cannons along the top, but the defenses were deactivated.

      Several pillars of smoke rose from large factory outputs near the center of the city, but enormous fans along the entire ward blew the black smog away from the city’s people and up into the air, where it could kill anything foolish or brave enough to fly through it.

      “I take it there isn’t much in the way of blimp or airship travel here,” Lilian said dryly as they grew closer.

      “You’d have to ask Silver when we next meet him,” Angel said. “I’ve never had one, but I can’t imagine it would be good for anyone’s lungs to fly through that.”

      A lone guard stood before the entrance closest to them. He sat under the arch, keeping to the shadows to hide from the desert sun. The man wore armor made of thin metal plates connected with tubes that ran to canisters at his sides. Faint energy pulsed within the runes on it, illuminating the dark gateway.

      “Ho there,” the man called, raising a hand in greeting as they walked up to him. “Seekers? Haven’t seen many of you recently.”

      “Really? Why?” Angel asked. “No new catacombs popping up?”

      “Nah,” the guard said, shaking his head with a chuckle. “The whole Reawakening business, if you can believe it. All the Seekers are rushing off, trying to find where the Buried Gods came from.”

      “Are there any rumors on it?” Lilian asked, cocking her head.

      “Hundreds. And not one of them is true, if you ask me,” the man replied, rolling his eyes. “People will make anything up for money. The Reawakening popped up in eight different locations, and it was perfectly coordinated. Any trace of where they originally came from is long gone. Either way, I don’t want to keep you here in the sun. Do you plan to stay long?”

      “Just the night,” Angel said, glancing up at the sun lowering behind them in the sky.

      “Then enter as you will,” the guard said, waving for them to pass. Angel and Lilian gave him a nod and stepped inside the city, leaving the man to his job.

      A short, gray brick road walled in by houses on either side led up to a small town square. There were a few restaurants and assorted shops there. At the far left corner was a large building with a frothing mug imprinted on a metal sign hanging from its door.

      “I’m going to go fill my water flask and get some supplies for the road,” Angel said as they reached what must have been the tavern. “Do you want to go hunt around for a sword in the meantime?”

      “Sounds good to me,” Lilian said. She branched off, heading towards the shops while Angel stepped inside the building.

      It was still early evening, so the tavern was largely unoccupied. Aside from a few men sitting in one corner, avidly discussing the functions of a cubical artifact on their table, and the barkeeper behind his counter, it was empty.

      “What can I do for you?” the barkeep asked, brushing his hands off on his leather apron and giving Angel a small nod.

      “Supplies for the road, please,” Angel said. “Water, jerky, maybe something else that lasts and doesn’t taste like sand while you’re at it.”

      “We’ve got some cheese and hardtack,” the man offered, stroking a bushy moustache. “I can’t vouch for the tack, but the cheese is good. Came in a few weeks ago. Nice flavor, good little kick.”

      “That’ll do,” Angel said, tossing the man both of his water flasks. “How much?”

      “Twelve Vex.”

      “Twelve?” Angel asked, his eyes widening. “That’s a lot higher than normal. Way too high to even be a scam. Who would pay prices like that?”

      “You come from a big city recently?”

      “I did. Why’s that matter?”

      “Thought so,” the barkeep said with a sad chuckle. “Things are getting a bit tight as of late, particularly for smaller cities like Belzha. With the Buried Gods wandering somewhere around the Barren, all the Magistrates are doubling down on their defenses and stockpiling both food and munitions. That’s driving the price through the roof.”

      “Figures,” Angel muttered. He couldn’t see any dishonesty in the man’s gaze, and it wasn’t like he was particularly strapped for coin either. He slid the requested coins over the counter, and the bartender filled his waterskins.

      “I’ll get your supplies to you shortly. Would you like something to drink while you wait? And do you plan to stay the night?”

      Angel wordlessly stacked several more Vex on the table. The bartender smirked and swept them into his pouch.

      “What do you want? And for this amount, I assume you want two rooms?”

      “Something sweet. And two rooms would be preferable.”

      “Of course. It’ll be right out,” the bartender said. “I’ll get your room keys with the food in a few moments.”

      Angel nodded, heading over to a table not too far from the loud men and sitting down. He squinted at the artifact, trying to make out its function. It didn’t seem like a weapon, and the runes along its side were meant for emitting light of some form.

      “I’m telling you that this thing will fetch us a small fortune,” a burly man said, crossing his arms. “We aren’t selling it to some miser Tinkerer for twenty Vex. It’s worth at least a Vei, I tell you! It can read my mind. That’s some strong magic.”

      “So you say,” a thin man replied. A jagged scar ran down from his ear to the base of his neck. “But you’ve still yet to show us how this thing works. You said it projected an image of your thoughts on the wall, but as far as I can tell, this is a hunk of metal with no more magic left in it! We’re lucky Addam is willing to pay us anything for it.”

      “Maybe we just need to try to fix it,” a smaller man suggested, taking a long drink from his mug and letting out a burp. “You know, my da once fixed an artifact by smacking it with an iron bar.”

      “Sure, Deen,” the large man said with a scoff. “Smash the artifact and ruin any chances we have of making a single coin off it.”

      “Have to agree with Bawn there,” the scarred man said. He scratched the side of his nose and let out an annoyed grumble. “This is all we got, so unless you want to go out into the Barren again tomorrow, we can’t go breaking it.”

      Deen opened his mouth to reply with a snarky remark, but he caught Angel’s inquisitive eye mid-sentence. He frowned, then leaned forward, pushing himself slightly on the lip of the table. “What’s your problem, buddy?”

      “I was looking at your artifact,” Angel said, giving them a small smile. “I haven’t seen something like it in a while.”

      “You know what this is?” Bawn asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “I might,” Angel said, hiding a smile as interest took hold over the men’s expressions. “If I could take a closer look…”

      “Please do,” the thin man said. “Are you a Tinkerer?”

      “I dabble,” Angel replied, sliding over and inspecting the box. Now that he had a better look at it, he was quite certain that it wasn’t a weapon. There were half a dozen light runes of different types near a small hollow at its top. One of the runes linking it to the activation array at the bottom had a thin scar going through it. “This is an image projector.”

      “I told you!” Bawn exclaimed triumphantly. “It reads your mind and puts it into a projection!”

      Angel pulled his scribe out and powered it with a small dose of magical energy. He quickly traced the proper rune, melting the metal back into place. Deen let out an indignant squeak, but Bawn held him back.

      “Here,” Angel said. “It must have gotten slightly scarred while you were carrying it. Maybe you had something sharp in your pack? Not all artifacts are durable.”

      Deen reached out and pressed the projector’s activation rune. It hummed, a flicker of blue energy dancing through its innards before a grainy image of a very scantily clad man and woman appeared on the ceiling above them.

      “Hey! You were thinking about the same thing that I was,” Bawn accused.

      “I most certainly was not,” Deen snapped.

      “I’m pretty sure that’s just projecting an image,” the scarred man said, rubbing his forehead and turning the device off with a sigh. “Either way, this’ll sell for a good bit more than twenty Vex now. Thank you, stranger.”

      “No problem,” Angel replied with a shrug as he concealed a laugh. “Say, do you know where all the other Seekers have gone to?”

      “Ah, chasing rumors as well, are you?” Deen asked with a smirk. “Everyone seems to be convinced that the Reawakening is planning something near one of a dozen places. They all want a piece of the pie, but I say it’s a fool’s dream.”

      “What places?” Angel asked, raising an eyebrow. “Surely you’ve heard of a few.”

      “Ashwind, Starfall, Rimewind, Icebound Valley, Argsford, and a few others,” Bawn said, listing them off on his fingers as he spoke. “I wanted to go to Starfall myself. I heard the Reawakening failed to kill the people there, so something must have stopped them. I bet there was a huge fight that the Magistrates are covering up.”

      Angel tuned the man out as he continued to speak. There were rumors of the Reawakening near Icebound Valley. That didn’t exactly say much since, from what it sounded like, they were rumored to be just about everywhere, but it wasn’t exactly ideal either.
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      “Are you going to chase after them?” Deen asked, shaking Angel from his thoughts.

      “Sounds like too much effort,” Angel said with a shrug. “I’ll stick to messing around with my little toys. Thanks for the information, gentlemen.”

      They muttered a goodbye to him as the Seeker tactfully disengaged from the men. The bartender emerged from the kitchen with a tarp bag and a bowl. He set them both down before Angel, then placed two metal disks numbered ‘7’ and ‘8’ beside the food.

      “I didn’t order any food,” Angel said.

      “It’s on the house,” the man replied with a small smile. “Saw you helped out Bawn’s crew. They’re good men. Not the best Seekers, but they provide for their families and do what they can to help the city.”

      “I didn’t do all that much,” Angel said with a shrug. “Didn’t cost me anything. Anyone would have done it.”

      “No, they wouldn’t have,” the bartender replied with a small chuckle. “That’s the problem.”

      He swept off, returning to his counter and leaving Angel with his food and supplies. After a few moments, the Seeker dug into the food. It wasn’t the best thing he’d ever eaten, but it was warm and hearty.

      About halfway through his meal, Lilian stepped through the tavern door. A large broadsword was strapped to her back.

      “Where did you get that hunk of metal?” Angel asked with a snort. “At least your last one looked like a sword.”

      “That’s the same thing I told the smith to get him to drop the price.” Lilian smirked and made to sit down, but thought better of it. The sword’s position didn’t exactly lend itself towards sitting.

      Angel polished off the rest of his food and grabbed the supplies and keys. He tossed one of the keys to Lilian and nodded to the stairs at the back end of the tavern. They headed up to the second floor, where the smell of mildew and copper greeted them.

      The corridor they arrived in was dimly lit by about a dozen green glass canisters beside metal doors. There was a circular embossing above each canister with a number. They headed over to their rooms, and Angel pressed his key into the appropriate hole.

      A faint hum emitted from the door as machinery whirred in the wall, and it swung open, allowing access to a plain room with a single bed and a window. The key popped out of the socket and back into Angel’s hand, and the two headed inside.

      “Find anything important?” Lilian asked, unstrapping her blade and leaning it against the wall.

      “A bit, but nothing good,” Angel replied. “The Reawakening are rumored to be pretty much everywhere. One of those places is Icebound Valley, but I’ve got no way to know if they’re actually there or someone threw shit against the wall and something stuck. I don’t suppose you know what the Reawakening was planning after they got their hands on the Buried Gods?”

      “Not all of it,” Lilian said. A frown crossed her face, and she let out a sigh. “Honestly, I don’t think any of us did. The plan was always ‘get the Buried Gods’ and then ‘bring back Old World Magic’. We have a relic that points towards the most powerful Old World Magic in the area. Our plan was to link it to a Buried God, then use that as a compass. So really, it could be anywhere.”

      “Well, we’ll just assume that the Reawakening might be moving in the same direction that we are, then,” Angel said. He pulled the broken relic out from his bag and gave Lilian a small shrug. “It doesn’t change much. Besides, if I manage to bring Old World Magic back, your friends shouldn’t have any problem just… fading away, right? Like, that was their goal. So if I return it, no need to keep murdering people for no reason.”

      “That’s correct,” Lilian said. “That was our original plan anyways.”

      “Perfect. In that case, I’m going to keep working on this. Maybe I’ll get something useful out of it.”

      “Do you think you can actually fix a relic?” Lilian asked, raising an eyebrow. “Artifacts are one thing, but relics are on an entirely different level.”

      “We’ll find out.”

      Angel pulled his System artifact out and activated it with his username. Lilian rose and slipped out of the room while he got to work. The Star Fragment within his right arm occasionally crackled while he studied the object. Each time it did, Angel stopped and glared at it, scolding the purple lightning like it was a misbehaving toddler.

      For reasons unknown to him, that actually seemed to work. The lightning receded. He was tempted to touch the relic to see just how obedient it was, but he wasn’t quite that foolish. That could be tested on an artifact later.

      After about an hour, Angel discovered a thin seam at one edge of the relic. The line was so fine that it was practically invisible, and he’d only spotted it due to a faint amount of energy leaking out from the crack after trying to activate the relic.

      A line of runes that he’d originally thought to be related to controlling the relic’s power output seemed to run parallel to the crack. Angel had the system artifact pull up the library of runes he’d learned, then searched through them for a few minutes.

      “Aha!” Angel exclaimed, a victorious grin crossing his face. One of the runes in the line looked whole, but it was actually just part of another rune. The bottom part of a loop had been damaged. Using his scribe, Angel carved it back in.

      He sent a new pulse of magic into the relic. Blue light rippled through the runes, starting at the bottom and travelling up with a slow whine. With a click, three parts at the top of the tube folded outwards, revealing a smaller pole within it.

      Unsurprisingly, the pole was completely covered with miniscule runes and lines that were just as complex as the ones within Lilian. Angel leaned in, eagerly analyzing each one. He spent the next several hours working before the grip of sleep finally started to tug at him. With a regretful sigh, Angel snapped the relic closed.

      After shutting his System artifact off, he returned it and the relic to his bag. He climbed into bed, rolling over and letting sleep finally take him.

      The night didn’t last nearly long enough. Before he knew it, faint trickles of light had just barely started to stream through the dirty window, and someone was knocking on his door. Angel blinked, rubbing the sleep from his eyes with a groan as he swung his legs out of the bed and rose to his feet. He brushed his hair back and threw his travel pack over his shoulder before pulling the door open.

      “Ready to go?” Lilian asked. “We’re losing time.”

      “I’m ready,” Angel said, shaking a yawn off. They descended the stairs and gave the barkeeper a nod before making their way out of the city. The sun was still low on the horizon, and Belzha felt almost deserted. Their only company was the ever-present churning of the huge fans in the center of the city.

      The guard at the exit they chose barely acknowledged their presence as the two activated their artifacts and sped back off into the desert, leaving the towering stack of smog behind them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Angel’s thoughts remained on the relic throughout the rest of their travel. He found himself thankful for Lilian’s map of the desert more than once when he realized that his mind had wandered so far that he’d completely lost his sense of location.

      When they stopped for the night, Angel spent a few hours working on the relic before taking first watch. The next few days fell into a rhythm, split only by the occasional monster sighting. Only twice did they have to fight anything, and both times their combined strength was enough to take down the creatures.

      About a week into their travel, when they stopped to set up camp for the night, Angel didn’t take the broken relic out. Instead, he asked Lilian to show him the Magitech inside her chest again.

      “I want to make sure everything is running like it should be,” Angel explained. “Don’t forget that you’ve only got a temporary solution right now.”

      “And you want to figure out how everything else works,” Lilian said with a dry smile as she lay down and moved her shirt so that Angel could access the port in her side.

      “And that,” Angel agreed. The hatch clicked open, and his eyepiece swung down. The small orb he’d created floated between the prongs, humming with energy. There was less than when he’d first put it in, but the device seemed to be functioning as intended.

      He scanned everything one more time, committing any runes he hadn’t learned yet to memory before leaning back. “Looks fine. You’ve got a month of charge left in you at the minimum. More than enough time for me to figure out a more permanent solution.”

      “Good. I’d prefer not to drop dead after all this,” Lilian said. “I’ve gotten a little too invested in staying alive now that the hope is dangling in front of me like a carrot.”

      Angel chuckled and closed the hatch. He helped Lilian back to her feet. “So long as we’re on the same side, I’ll do what I can to make sure you can get that carrot.”

      With that out of the way, he promptly pulled the broken relic out and got to work. Lilian shook her head, then made her way over to her bedroll to eat dinner.

      Over the course of the next few days, Angel made leaps and bounds in his progress on the relic. On the second day, he managed to repair the internal mechanisms of the relic so that power didn’t just flood out of it after activation.

      On the fourth day, Angel got his first taste of the relic’s true strength. After repairing one final rune, he sent a pulse of energy into the device’s input. The three pieces at the top sprang open, revealing the rod as it started to glow a brilliant blue. Crackles of energy zipped from the rod down to the unfolded parts and dissipated into the air.

      “Buried Gods,” Angel breathed. “Look at that amplification. I put in one little spark, and it makes that?”

      “A light show?” Lilian asked, unimpressed.

      “And then some,” Angel said, rubbing the back of his head in wonder. “It used up all the potential of the magic at once. That’s pretty darn close to active Old World Magic. It’s almost like a crutch.”

      “So it makes your magic stronger?”

      “Essentially. This honestly works similar to how a canister does. It’s just much, much more complicated. You know how canisters work by sealing magic within them, causing a pressure buildup?”

      Lilian nodded.

      “Well, this relic takes the magic and pressurizes it instantly, spitting it right back out and using it up all at once. Normally, a good portion of the energy in a canister is wasted while it gets pressurized. Meanwhile, this has almost no loss whatsoever.”

      “That sounds pretty impressive,” Lilian admitted.

      “It is. And it’s going in my arm as soon as I figure out how to link it properly. I don’t care how strong Reave is, if I hit him with a spell empowered by this thing, he’ll have at least a little trouble.”

      As it turned out, figuring out how to meld the relic with his arm took about two days. The first was spent modifying the runes within his internal machinery to make sure the relic would have a spot to safely connect, and the next was spent double-checking all of his work.

      Making a mistake with an artifact could cost an arm. Making one with a relic would probably end up costing him his life. Lilian watched from a safe distance as Angel activated the Liquid Metal feature of his arm. The smooth bronze flowed out of the way, allowing Angel to insert the tube into the center of his arm, right beside the grappling hook mechanism.

      Metal shifted to hold the rod in place while Angel picked his scribe up and started modifying both the relic and his arm to link them. The process was slow and nerve-racking, with every stroke taking his entire concentration.

      When he was finally done, his arm reformed itself around the relic, sealing it in as if it were never there. He turned it over, opening and closing his fist. The chamber whirred as he ran through his canisters. Everything seemed to function properly.

      “Would you look at that,” Angel mused, letting out a small laugh. “It works!”

      “You haven’t even used the relic yet,” Lilian pointed out.

      “It’s all connected to the same power source. I know the relic activates when energy is sent into it,” Angel said. “And it’s directly linked to my power source. That means it has energy flow, so it’s working. If it wasn’t, I would be a smoking crater right about now.”

      “So now what? You just wait until you need to use it?”

      “Of course not,” Angel said, scoffing. “That would be stupid. Imagine not knowing how a weapon functions. It would be just as dangerous to me as it would be to someone else. The next step is a test shot. I think lightning would probably be the best one to test this with.”

      His arm whirred, a canister clicking into place. Angel gave a mental command to his arm, telling it to activate a line of runes linking the relic to the canister chamber. There was a click as the relic slid into place. A low whine rose from it as blue energy lit up within it, growing brighter as it slipped through the gaps in the metal.

      The sound grew louder, and a small hole opened in his palm where the grappling hook would normally shoot out of. The tip of the relic emerged, splitting open as energy gathered at its tip. Plates shifted outwards as the power gathering within his arm seemed to forcibly expand it.

      Angel aimed at a dune a short distance away from them as the whine reached its crescendo. The plates on his arm started to vibrate, and the thin glass tubes near his shoulder flared with red energy.

      A brilliant flash lit up the night as a bolt of yellow lightning roared out of Angel’s palm. It crashed into the dune with an earthshaking explosion, turning a huge portion of it to glass and sending up a cloud of smoke and sand.

      Angel flew back from the force of the spell, landing hard on the ground and letting out a grunt as all the air was knocked out of his lungs. He remained there for several moments, breathing heavily as he caught his breath and tried to still his racing heart.

      His arm was burning hot. Even now, the energy was still slowly whining down. Plates slid back into place as the blue energy faded and the relic retracted back into his arm. Even so, the glow didn’t fully return to its normal, dim level.

      “Buried Gods,” Lilian cursed, gaping at the smoking dune. “That could have done a little damage to a Buried God!”

      “Good,” Angel rasped, sitting upright and shaking his hand off. There was still steam rising from the vents on the back. “I’d like to see Reave ignore that one.”

      “Can you fire it again?”

      “No way,” Angel said, inspecting his arm. “I nearly liquified myself. If I try to do that again, I’ll end up melting a rune and blowing us both up. We’ll see how long it takes my arm to get back to normal, and that’ll be how often I can use the relic.”

      Lilian shook her head. “You know, I just realized that you’re technically one of the wealthiest people in the Barren right now. You’ve got two relics. Only the Magistrates and a few very lucky people have that many.”

      “Just don’t go telling other people,” Angel said with a grimace. “The last thing I need is a bunch of Seekers coming after me to get their hands on my relics while I do the exact same thing to the Reawakening.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’ll do my best,” Lilian promised.

      With the relic finally repaired and integrated into Angel’s arm, he sat down to take first watch and keep an eye on his arm. The night passed silently. Angel supposed that anything with much of a brain had vacated the area after the loud blast.

      His arm didn’t fully cool down and return to its normal colors until almost five hours after he’d fired the shot. As soon as he was confident it was back to normal, Angel woke Lilian for her watch and slipped into bed. Exhaustion took him quickly, and he was soon lost within a dreamless sleep.

      Over the course of the next few days, the desert grew progressively colder. The sand turned a crystalline gray color, and the sun was consistently hidden behind a thick blanket of drab, low-hanging clouds.

      “Look,” Lilian called over the howl of the wind. “Is that a town?”

      “I think so,” Angel replied, squinting. The small structure was quickly growing larger on the horizon. A thick fog started to set in, hiding much of the town from sight. As they grew closer, details worked themselves out bit by bit.

      Dozens of orange dots in the fog turned out to be lanterns atop a short stone wall that surrounded the town, trying and failing to stave off the heavy mist. Within the wall was a large cluster of houses. None were taller than two stories.

      Angel and Lilian slowed down, deactivating their artifacts as they reached the edge of the wall. Nobody was there to greet them, so the two hopped over it. The chill had grown to a sharp freeze by this point. Even with his scarf wrapped around him, Angel’s teeth were chattering.

      They made their way over to the largest building – a two-story stone house with damaged shingles and a broken sign hanging from the entrance – and slipped through the door.

      A man sitting at one of three tables in the room glanced up, his bushy eyebrows rising in surprise.

      “Is this a tavern?” Angel asked, his words coming out thick through his chilled lips.

      “It is,” the man said, rising to his feet. “And it looks like you two need something warm. I’ll get something heated up for you.”

      He slipped through a door at the back of the room beside a stairwell. Angel and Lilian sat down, and a few long minutes later, the man came out with two large bowls of steaming hot stew. He put them down on the table before the travelers.

      Angel and Lilian both dug in. They didn’t speak a word until every last trace of the food was gone. The taste was only average, but the warmth that the food sent through Angel’s system was like a blessing from the gods.

      “Better?” the man asked, a grin breaking out on his bearded face.

      “Much,” Angel said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “Thank you. How much do we owe you?”

      “Two Vex.”

      Angel handed the coins to the man and raised an eyebrow. “Not that I’m complaining, but that’s it?”

      “We don’t need much coin to get by here,” the man replied with a chuckle. “It’s more of a courtesy than anything. Nobody bothers attacking us, and the monsters all hate the cold, so they stay in their catacombs. That means there aren’t any Magistrates in Icebound Valley, so no taxes or the like.”

      “Almost makes this horrible weather worth it,” Angel said. “Almost.”

      “Eh,” the man replied, waggling his hand back and forth. “Not exactly. But what brings travelers here? We don’t get many, and for good reason.”

      “Personal reasons, mostly,” Angel replied. He gave the man a small shrug. “Came by here a long time ago, and I’m just revisiting old memories.”

      “Can’t imagine what memories you’ve had here that you’d want to revisit, but I hope you find them,” the man said with a grimace. “If I were you, though, I’d wait until tomorrow morning to find those memories. Going out in this weather is a terrible idea.”

      “I’m not going to argue with that,” Angel agreed. “Do you have rooms?”

      “Does it look like I get a lot of visitors?”

      They all chuckled, and the man nodded at the stairwell beside the kitchen door. “I don’t have keys, but the rooms lock on the inside. Feel free to make yourselves at home. Hopefully you’re okay with dust, though. It’s been a while since I last cleaned.”

      “Better the dust than the cold.” Angel rose to his feet and gave the man an appreciative nod. “How much for the rooms?”

      “Free of charge. It’s not like they’re doing anything else.”

      “Thank you,” Angel said. “Your kindness is appreciated.”

      “Just pay it back later,” the bearded man said, waving his hand dismissively. “You two must be exhausted. Go get some rest before you drop dead.”

      “We’d be happy to oblige,” Lilian said. She headed up the stairs, and Angel followed her.

      There were only four rooms on the top floor, and the bartender hadn’t been lying. The moment Angel opened one of the rooms and stepped inside, a wave of dust rose around his footstep.

      He grimaced, then made his way over to the bed. Angel peeled the cover back, then shook it off in the corner while holding his breath. Once it was as dust-free as it was going to get, he turned it over and tossed it back onto the bed.

      With a yawn, Angel flopped onto it and rested his head on his left hand. Using the warmth of his mechanical arm to fend off the chill, he slipped off to sleep.

      The following morning announced itself with a peal of thunder. Angel jerked awake, nearly falling out of bed as he scrambled upright. It was storming outside. Hail slammed against his window like a scorned spouse. He rubbed his forehead and let out a sigh. Perfect.

      Angel ate a quick meal of jerky and cheese before opening the door. Lilian stood right outside it. He let out a surprised curse, then shook his head and stepped to the side so she could enter.

      “Why didn’t you knock or something?”

      “I heard you coming to get the door,” Lilian replied. The thunder rumbled its assent outside. “Are we going to go out with the weather like this?”

      Angel peered out the dirty window. It was covered with sleet that made it difficult to see anything outside. “I don’t know how close the Reawakening are, but I’m not suicidal. Let’s wait for a few hours and see if the storm lets up. Icebound Valley doesn’t tend to have great weather, but we can do better than this.”

      Lilian nodded. She leaned against the wall as Angel stared out the window and time ticked by. After a few hours, the howling storm showed a modicum of mercy on them. The winds relented, and the clouds settled for snow instead of ice.

      “Good enough.” Angel rose to his feet, and Lilian followed him out the door as they headed back down the stairs.

      “Planning on heading out?” the bartender asked, glancing up at them.

      “We are,” Angel said. “Do you know where we could get our hands on some coats to make this weather a little more bearable?”

      “Of course. Try the building right across from this one. It’s Icebound Valley’s general store.”

      “This town is Icebound Valley, then?” Lilian confirmed. “Is it new? I don’t recall it on the map.”

      “Oh, we’re hardly large enough to get on a map,” the man said with a smile. “But yes, that’s our name. If a Magistrate has any issue with that, they’re welcome to come find us here and complain.”

      They all got a laugh out of that one. Angel bid the man farewell, and they walked out into the storm. The wind whipped snow into his face almost immediately, but it wasn’t so bad that he couldn’t see where he was going.

      A quick dash through the snow brought them to the entrance of the general store. They darted inside and closed the door before the snow could follow them in. It was pushing it a little to call the building a store. There were three shelves stocked with a random assortment of goods, and that was it.

      “Oh, visitors!” an older lady exclaimed from behind a shoddy counter. “What can I get for you?”

      “Some coats, please,” Angel said. “We’ve found ourselves dreadfully unprepared for the weather. I swear it wasn’t this bad the last time I was here.”

      “You’ve just come during a particularly rough month,” the woman said, rubbing her hands together. She dug through the bottom of her counter and pulled out a large bundle of brown fur. “But I can help with that. I’ve got some coats that should fit. Try these on.”

      She handed Angel and Lilian each a bundle. They were really more like heavy cloaks, as there were no sleeves. Even so, the moment Angel wrapped himself in it and pulled the hood up, the room became uncomfortably warm.

      “It won’t stop the chill,” the merchant warned. “But it’ll hold it back. Don’t let them get wet, though. If they do, they’ll be useless.”

      “Noted,” Angel said. “And these will work great. By the way, do you happen to know the man that works in the tavern?”

      “Why, yes. That’s my husband.”

      “Great,” Angel said. He tossed her a Vei and pulled his new cloak tighter around himself as he and Lilian stepped back into the storm.
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      “So, where exactly is this catacomb?” Lilian called over the howl of the wind, ducking her head slightly so the snow wouldn’t fill her mouth. They’d been traveling for around an hour now, moving far slower than normal due to how heavily obscured their vision was.

      “We should be getting close,” Angel replied. He pointed up, towards a looming shadow in the distance. “Those are the Rimewind mountains. The catacomb is at their base; we just have to make sure not to fly straight into a rock or something.”

      Lilian nodded, then verbally voiced her understanding a moment later. That was for the best, as Angel couldn’t make out much more than her shadow in the storm.

      They continued forwards, pushing through the surging snow and wind towards the mountains. As they grew closer, the wind seemed to double in intensity. It got to the point where Angel couldn’t even hear himself yelling.

      Then, when they were nearly upon the base of the mountain, it halved in intensity. The snowfall dropped to a powdery haze, and the wind all but dropped off. Angel shivered within his coat, pulling his arm closer to himself as he and Lilian slowly picked up speed now that they could see.

      “It should be along the base of the mountain,” Angel said. “I remember it like it was yesterday. There was a sharp little mound of rock right above the entrance. It looked completely out of place, but the actual entrance was quite hidden.”

      Lilian shook off the mounds of snow that had plastered themselves to her. “Well, catacombs aren’t on this map, so you’ll have to find it yourself.”

      “No problem there,” Angel said, slowing his board as they grew closer to the mountain’s base. “We can just travel alongside the mountain until we run into it. That’s how we got to it last time. I’ll be scanning for it with my artifact anyways.”

      Lilian shrugged, falling in behind Angel as they traced a path along the base of the mountain. Time flew by them much like the wind at their backs, and Angel nearly missed the outcropping as they flew by it.

      He leaned back hard, forcing Lilian to spin around and zip back over to him.

      “What?”

      “It’s here,” Angel said, tapping his eyepiece. “Just picked it up. The magical energy here is ridiculously low. If I wasn’t looking, I never would have found it. I find it hard to believe that this place is the key to Old World Magic.”

      “Only one way to find out,” Lilian said, looking around. “But are you sure this is the place? It’s just snow and rock.”

      She wasn’t wrong. The jagged mound Angel had spoken of was buried deep beneath a thick layer of powdery snow, with only the tips of its peak poking out. There was no visible entrance.

      “It’s here,” Angel confirmed, rooting through his pack and pulling out a bronze canister. He paused and glanced back inside it before letting out a sigh. “Damn. Last one. I’ll have to buy more of these.”

      “Can’t you make them?”

      “This is a specialized canister,” Angel replied, twisting the tab at the top. “I could learn, but it’s not really worth the effort. It’s generally just easier to buy them.”

      He placed the tube on the ground and stepped back. There was a muffled whoomph as a pillar of snow was launched into the sky, nearly blasting him in the face. The canister expanded outwards, compressing the snow and forming a hole as it burrowed into the ground.

      Angel squinted down into it. A plain metal trapdoor rested deep beneath the earth before him. “Ah, there it is. See?”

      Lilian peered down, then grunted. “Guess I shouldn’t have doubted you. Seekers first.”

      “Wouldn’t have it any other way,” Angel said, hopping down into the hole. It was at a slight angle, which allowed him to slide down instead of falling the entire distance. He bounced on the ridged metal a few times before reaching the bottom.

      He leaned forward, wrapping his hand around the trapdoor handle. With a grunt, he pulled back with all his strength. The door swung open with a creak, and a wave of musty air washed out over Angel.

      After a glance back at Lilian, he slipped down into its depths. He landed on hard stone, his eyepiece scanning his surroundings before he was even standing again. Angel stepped out of the way, and Lilian slipped in after him.

      The room was small, with no signs of traps or Old World Magic. It was made of stone with a few metal plates scattered throughout it, almost as an afterthought. There were four doorways, one on each wall. The one directly in front of them had faint white markings along it.

      Angel walked up to it, a small laugh slipping out of his mouth. “Well, if anyone came here after me, they didn’t mess up my markings.”

      “What about the traps? Are they all deactivated as well, then?” Lilian asked.

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” Angel said, shaking his head as he started into the doorway to the right of the one that he’d marked. “A lot of Old World Magic traps have their own power sources independent of the main core. Assume that everything is just as dangerous as normal.”

      “Alright,” Lilian said, following him. “But aren’t we going down the wrong path? You marked the other one.”

      “No,” Angel replied. “That path leads straight into a pit.”

      “Ah,” Lilian said intelligently. “I see.”

      Angel led her through the dark tunnels, holding his right arm aloft. With the light coming off the glass tubes along it and atop his shoulder, it was more than enough to see a short distance around them.

      “I don’t know why I haven’t done this before,” Angel muttered as they reached a fork. The left wall was marked with chalk, so he headed down the right. “It’s so much easier than holding up a spark of magic.”

      The metal on the ground grew more frequent the farther they descended, and their surroundings soon went from drab gray to the shimmer of bronze. Angel shivered. It was slightly warmer than it had been in the storm, but not by much.

      “Where’s all the Magitech?” Lilian asked as they stepped out into yet another room full of doorways. “This feels more like a maze than a catacomb.”

      “Deeper,” Angel said. “My memories aren’t perfect, but I remember this being one of the deepest catacombs I ever went into. We’ve got a good bit of walking ahead of us before we even reach the real deal. You can imagine how long it took to figure out how to get there, though.”

      Angel’s words proved true. Even with the chalk markings to tell them exactly where to go, it took nearly two hours before they caught their first glance of Magitech. Angel stopped them right before they stepped into a small room from the seemingly endless hallways. A jagged gear hung at an angle from the wall, the floor beneath it stained with oil.

      Broken glass littered the ground from where a tube had fallen, and gray lines of Old World Magic ran along the ground.

      “Doesn’t look like it’s got power,” Lilian said.

      “No,” Angel agreed, a frown on his face. “It doesn’t look like it does. Someone smashed the power source, but it wasn’t me. My mas – ah – Soul, was always fond of avoiding the traps instead of breaking them. As am I. This was someone or something else.”

      He walked up to it and knelt beside the stain. Angel pressed his fingers to it, then rubbed them together. “It’s still wet. There are cracks in the metal, so it should have drained if this was long enough ago. This happened recently.”

      “Great. In that case, we might want to assume that someone else is in here with us,” Lilian said, cracking her neck. “I hope you’ve got that super blast of yours charged up again.”

      He pressed his lips together and nodded. There was only one doorway at the far side of this room, but they continued far more cautiously than they had before. The deeper they went, the more goosebumps rose on Angel’s neck and arms. He’d known his past would be waiting for him at the bottom of the catacomb, but it seemed as if something else might be as well.
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      They kept moving down. The next room was even more damaged than the first. Springs and glass were scattered across the ground, which was pitted with gnarled black lines. Blue liquid pooled around the remains of a tube cap, slowly seeping through a thin crack.

      “Based on the size of this cap, it’s been a few hours since the tube was broken,” Angel said, inspecting the liquid. “Someone was awful bold. Breaking Old World Magic traps like this is exceedingly dangerous. You’re just as likely to blow yourself up as you are to clear the trap. It does look like the catacomb is all but deactivated, though.”

      “How so?” Lilian asked. “I thought the traps could be independent.”

      “They are,” Angel said. “But catacombs don’t look kindly on people destroying traps. That’s one of the rules you just follow. If you don’t, the catacombs will expend a bunch of extra energy to kill you so you can’t break everything.”

      Lilian just shook her head as Angel rose, and they continued on. The wreckage continued with them. Whoever had gone through had done a thorough job – every single trap had been destroyed. There were even a few artifacts scattered across the ground, completely ruined.

      “I don’t think whoever did this was a Seeker,” Angel said, his voice a low murmur.

      “The Reawakening, then,” Lilian said, glancing down at a scorched line on the ground. “This could be Reave’s work.”

      Angel nodded. They continued farther into the bowels of the earth. The smell of mildew and copper grew stronger still, and a thin blanket of green smoke appeared at the top of the rooms.

      After stepping through yet another room full of rubble and destroyed traps and heading into the hall behind it, Angel stopped. They’d come before a large, four-way fork in the road. A heavy chalk marking had been drawn over one of the pathways. Lilian started towards it, but Angel stopped her.

      “What?”

      “Not that one,” Angel said, shaking his head. “I recognize where we are. Some of Soul’s teachings rubbed off a bit too much on me, and I hadn’t had enough time out from under his thumb to realize it was wrong. Let’s just say I wanted to make sure nobody accidentally stumbled across Soul.”

      “It’s fake?” Lilian realized.

      “Yup. Leads straight into a pit. We nearly got killed by it too. The floor drops into a slide, and there’s almost no way to escape.”

      Angel led her down the tunnel to the right of the marked one. The unmistakable hum of Magitech, as faint as it was, reached his ears.

      He glanced back at Lilian and held a finger to his lips. She nodded, and they crept forward through the hall to peek out from within it.

      A grand stone door rose in an equally large room before them. The door had rows upon rows of runic script running down it. Machinery connected to the door whirred in the walls, and a large vent belching out green smoke showed Angel where the fog had come from.

      He clenched his hands and peered inside the room. There was no ceiling in sight. It looked like an endless cave rising above them, disappearing into the darkness. As for company, there was no sight of anyone.

      “This is it,” Angel murmured, walking out. “I sealed Soul behind that door.”

      “And the Reawakening?” Lilian asked.

      Angel flicked his eyepiece down and stared up into the darkness above them. It remained black, and no lines of orange light outlined anything.

      “Nothing, as far as I can tell. Just us.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” Lilian said. “Unless you actually tricked them with the whole fake doorway?”

      “It’s possible,” Angel allowed. “But I’m not optimistic. I need to figure out exactly how I trapped this door. It’s been too long. Keep an eye out so we don’t have any surprise visitors.”

      He walked up to the door and pressed his lips together, examining it. On top of the countless runes carved into the door, there was rushed, jagged chalk on top of them. Chalk was probably the worst possible way to write runes, but it was all he’d had at the time.

      A purple spark jumped from his arm. Angel chuckled. “Hold on, buddy. I want to take a look at this before you break it.”

      He pulled the System artifact out from his bag and activated it. “Memorize these runes, please,” Angel said, scanning over them himself. It was mostly protective work, but more than any other catacomb he’d ever seen. The door was practically indestructible, and Angel suspected that its protection extended to the machinery within the walls. The runes ran from the edges of the door down and across the bronzed Magitech.

      The miniscule script was so small that it almost looked like scratches. The only way he could even see some of it was with the help of his eyepiece.

      “Scanning completed,” the artifact reported cheerfully. “Processing will take a short amount of time.”

      “That’s fine,” Angel said, waving his hand. “As long as you’ve got it all. Anything immediately dangerous? I didn’t see much, but…”

      “Processing is not complete. The runes present in the requested area are too complex to determine quickly,” the artifact said. “Processing is estimated to be finished in two hours.”

      Angel rolled his eyes and put it away. He raised his hand, and purple energy leapt to bear. He swallowed, then pressed it against the door. Arcs of lightning leapt free of his arm, scoring across the stone surface.

      There was a rumble from deep within the stone. Cracks spread across it as the construct shuddered. The Magitech in the walls creaked and groaned in protest. A gear ground to a halt, and a motor sputtered as the door started to crumble. Like a cracker dropped into a pool of water, the thick stone door dissolved. Angel hopped out of the way as rubble crashed to the ground where he’d been standing.

      “Is that normal? I don’t recall your Star Fragment doing that much before,” Lilian said.

      “The whole door must have been filled with runes,” Angel said in wonder. “How much priceless technology and magic did I just destroy?”

      “Best to worry about that later,” Lilian suggested, walking up to him. Angel spotted her putting a small metal disk into her pocket.

      “What’s that?”

      “The device I use to contact Silver,” Lilian replied, taking it back out to show him. “I sent him a message. Figured that, if the Reawakening is really here, it might be good to have some backup. Maybe he can get Vanessa to convince her mom to send help.”

      Angel inspected the disk for a moment, then handed it back to her. They both approached the rubble of the door and squinted into the shadows behind it. At first, there was nothing. Then a small square glow blinked to life in the center of the room.

      With a series of clicks, a dozen yellowish orange lights blinked on, revealing that the square glow was actually a small monitor in the center of the room. About a hundred paces behind the monitor was a plain stone door. Jagged scars and gouges ran across the room’s metal walls and floor. Some of them were as deep as the length of Angel’s forearm.

      And there, sitting in the dilapidated chair before the monitor, was a man. His head was bowed forwards, and his hands curled over the edges of the armrests. Long, mangy hair fell around his shoulders, hiding his features from view.

      Angel froze in place, and Lilian drew in a sharp breath. They watched the man for several moments, but he didn’t even twitch.

      “Soul?” Lilian whispered, almost not daring to say the word out loud.

      “I wasn’t sure he’d be here,” Angel muttered. “Some small part of me thought he’d somehow escaped.”

      He stepped into the room as silently as he could. Every single hair he had felt like it was standing on end as Angel’s feet carried him up to the body. It didn’t smell rotted, but who knew how much of Soul was still flesh.

      Orange light danced across the man as Angel scanned him, but it didn’t remain. His artifact didn’t pick up any signs of life, and no information appeared on the glass. Even so, Angel’s arm crackled with energy as he approached the body.

      “Is he dead?” Lilian asked.

      “Nobody can survive this long without energy,” Angel said, but he didn’t sound confident of his words. Every fiber of his being was screaming that Soul was standing right before him, just waiting for the worst moment to rise up and discipline him once again.

      Angel gritted his teeth and grabbed the man’s shirt. There was no response as he tore it off, revealing a metal hatch in Soul’s side. Angel pulled the hatch open and reached inside, but he didn’t take his eyes off the man’s face for an instant.

      His fingers touched a metal orb. It was at the far back of the man’s chest, evidently fallen from where it had once been suspended. He pulled it and took a step back. Soul’s body slumped forward without his support, and the corpse crumpled off the chair, hitting the ground with a thud.

      Angel opened his hand, revealing a small metal ball. It was perfectly polished and uniform aside from a tiny red crystal embedded within it.

      “Yeah,” Angel said, drawing in a deep breath and letting it out slowly. “He’s dead.”
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      Even after saying the words, he wasn’t convinced they were real. Angel grimaced and grabbed Soul by the shirt. With a heave, he pulled the man off the chair and sent him crashing to the ground.

      “Show at least a little respect!” Lilian exclaimed.

      “No,” Angel said, putting the orb into his travel pack. “He doesn’t deserve it.”

      “Well, what about the relic? I need that.”

      “Not yet.” Angel shook his head. “Soul was a devious bastard. We aren’t putting anything inside you until I’ve had a chance to look it over. Trust me. Besides, the core I put in you should last you for a good bit longer.”

      Lilian nodded with no small amount of reluctance. “If you’re sure, fine. Regardless, it looks like Soul was a lot more focused on getting deeper into the catacomb rather than escaping it.”

      Judging by the dozens of jagged scars covering the room, Angel couldn’t help but agree. They were almost entirely focused on the back door, with only a few on other portions of the stone and metal surrounding them.

      “See if you can figure anything out with the monitor,” Angel said as he walked up to the door. “I’ll see what I can do over here.”

      Lilian slipped into the chair and spun it back towards the blinking monitor. Angel ignored her as he focused his attention on the runes before him. His eyebrows incrementally rose until they threatened to disappear into his hairline.

      “What madman would build something like this?” Angel murmured after a few minutes.

      “What?” Lilian asked, peering out from behind the monitor.

      “The runes here are about as basic as they get,” Angel replied, pointing at one of the lines on the door. “Pretty much strengthening and protection runes exclusively. No traps or defenses.”

      “What’s strange about that?”

      “It’s the power lines they’re hooked to,” Angel said. He moved his finger to a thick white line of Old World Magic that ran out from the door and into a crack in the wall. “Not only are there a ridiculous amount of power limiters around it, but it’s massive. Easily one hundred times or more the size that it should be.”

      “So the runes are really strong or something?” Lilian guessed.

      “Or something,” Angel agreed. “This is like powering a sentry orb with a Buried God. It’s overkill by a ridiculous amount. And it also means that my Star Fragment is going to chip its teeth if it tries to take a bite out of this. In fact, if this door fails, I might blow us all to kingdom come.”

      “What’s new?” Lilian asked with a smirk. “So how do we get the door open? The monitor is screwed. It doesn’t respond to me at all.”

      Angel rubbed his chin and let out a heavy sigh. “The longer we’re here, the more uneasy I get. My best bet is rerouting the power rather than cutting it off. I can do it, but it’ll take some time.”

      “It’s not like we’ve got another choice.”

      Angel inclined his head, conceding the point as he took his scribe out and started to draw on the walls. Even with his skill, it was a slow and tedious process. He took even more care than normal with each line, making sure to draw them several times over to ensure they were thick enough to handle the force of the Old World Magic flowing through the stone.

      He started at the top of the door, drawing a circular pattern before winding his way down to either side, stopping just a short distance before connecting his work to the runes on the door.

      “Okay,” Angel said after checking everything he’d done one more time. “This should redirect the power – for a little, at least. Depending on how strong the flow is, it’ll eventually surge and destroy my pattern.”

      “Meaning we explode?”

      “Maybe,” Angel replied, waggling a hand in the air. “It’s a little more likely that the door just shuts itself again. I wouldn’t bet on it, though.”

      Lilian nodded her understanding. Angel drew a deep breath, then quickly drew in the final remaining lines and connected his work to the door. The hum of Magitech in the room sputtered. Gears slowed, and the lights flickered, dimming.

      Brilliant white light started to fill the pattern Angel had drawn above the door. Energy hissed and popped around it, growing denser by the second until his hair stood on end. Finally, the large vent let out a final belch of green smog, and the door shuddered.

      Angel pushed it with the tip of his shoe. It moved easily, and a gleeful smile stretched across his face. “Look at that. It worked!”

      Lilian didn’t respond. He frowned and turned to look over his shoulder. Lilian stood frozen behind him, a stiff expression on her face. At the other end of the room were two Reawakening members.

      Angel instantly recognized one of them as Reave. The man didn’t have his wings out, but the bandages covering him were a dead giveaway. Beside the man was a shorter woman carrying a metal staff with wood rings dangling from its tip.

      He blurred into motion, raising his arm as a canister clicked into place.

      “Stop.”

      Angel’s body jerked to a halt of its own volition as the word tore out from behind the woman’s mask, blasting through the cave like the roar of a dragon. He couldn’t even grit his teeth in defiance. After a moment, he also realized that he couldn’t breathe.

      “Well done, Angel,” Reave said, pacing up to stand beside him and Lilian. “If I didn’t have wings, that little pitfall might have been quite annoying. Even so, your work here was marvelous. It would have taken me a long time to get that door open. I probably would have had to blow it up.”

      He didn’t wait for a response. The bandaged man turned to Lilian and clicked his tongue. “Shame to see you here, Cowl. You can’t have much longer left to live, so it must be doubly frustrating to know that the person you sacrificed your relic for is back in my clutches.”

      Reave paused, then chuckled. “I’m sure you’re wondering how Body stopped you. You were mistaken in thinking that Mind was unable to contact you after you left us. We were simply biding our time, I’m afraid. Not that we planned to do anything if you stayed out of our way. It really is a shame.”

      “Enough monologuing,” Body said; her voice sounded normal this time, without any traces of energy or magic within it. “Do we kill them now?”

      Reave didn’t respond. He pushed the door behind Angel open and took a step into the room. Angel desperately wanted to turn around – almost as much as he wanted to breathe – but Body’s magic was irresistible. His head started to spin from the lack of oxygen, but he couldn’t even stagger.

      “Not yet,” Reave said, letting out a small cough. “It seems we have further use for our Tinkerer. I do wonder why Soul’s body is here, but not nearly enough to ask. Let them breathe before the boy passes out and wastes more of our time.”

      “Breathe and follow Reave’s orders,” Body commanded. Angel drew in a ragged gasp. His body was still locked in place, but he could breathe again.

      “No talking,” Reave said before Angel could say anything. “Both of you. Turn around and walk into the room two paces.”

      Angel spun like a toy soldier and followed the man’s orders. The room behind the door was disappointingly small. It was plain stone and not much larger than a privy. The only thing within it was a detailed rune circle on the ground.

      “Tell me what this rune circle does.”

      He obediently knelt before it and examined the markings. Angel raged within his mind, desperately trying to wrest back the slightest modicum of control, but it was fruitless. Body’s control of him was complete.

      As angry as he was, the woman’s magic forced him to examine the runes. Unlike the ones on the door, these were far from simple. Angel stared at them for several minutes, putting the puzzle together in his mind. There were more foreign runes than he’d ever seen on it, but it seemed to somehow link two different locations. If he had to guess, Angel would have said it might be some form of teleportation magic.

      “Magic,” Angel said. He blinked. He’d only thought that sarcastically, but the word had actually slipped out of his mouth despite Body’s control.

      “Tell me exactly what it does,” Reave snapped.

      “I think it’s a teleportation circle,” Angel elaborated as her magic tightened its grip on him. Within his mind, Angel smirked. Evidently, Body’s magic could only force them to do exactly what she said. If there was any room for interpretation…

      “Where does it lead?” Reave asked, cocking his head.

      “I don’t know,” Angel replied honestly.

      Reave let out a hum. He crossed his arms and thought for a few moments. “Then I suppose we still have use for the two of you. Lilian, Angel, step onto the circle. Once you teleport, walk off it and then walk back onto it after one second.”

      Angel and Lilian jerked into motion, unable to resist his orders. They strode onto the runed floor. Green energy crackled around them, springing up like water from a pressurized hole. Within moments, the air was almost opaque. With a loud pop, Angel felt something invisible yank on the small of his back, and his world went dark.
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      He stumbled out into a snowstorm, vision returning with a brilliant flash of white. Angel grimaced, trying to move of his own volition. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem as if Body’s control had loosened in the slightest.

      The storm relented for a moment, revealing a small clearing nestled within a mountain valley. Before him, a shimmering translucent blue barrier blocked off a wall covered with drawings. Angel didn’t get a chance to get a better look at them before Body’s magic forced him to take a step forward, turn around, and head back onto the portal. For a moment, he resisted it, keeping his foot from falling. Then her magic took over and he finished the step.

      Green energy sprang forth once more, and Angel barely had a chance to glance at Lilian before it enveloped him. He reappeared in the cave before Reave and Body. A moment later, Lilian flashed in beside him.

      “What did you see?”

      “Snow,” Angel replied defiantly.

      “What else?” Reave pressed.

      “A wall covered with drawings,” Angel said, unable to even grit his teeth in defiance. “As well as Lilian and the teleport pad.”

      “The Key,” Body murmured. “We are upon it, Reave.”

      “Finally,” Reave said. “Very well. Go back through the portal, then remain in place.”

      Angel and Lilian both stepped onto the portal for the third time that day, vanishing with a pop. As soon as he arrived on the other side, Angel walked forward and stopped as the two Reawakening members followed them.

      Reave approached the flickering barrier, rubbing his chin. The cold didn’t seem to bother the man much as he examined it for several moments. He reached out and touched the energy, causing ripples to wash out from where his fingers met it.

      The man pushed harder, but the barrier didn’t even budge. With a grunt, Reave stepped back and crossed his arms. Angel tried to squint at the drawings on the wall behind the magic, but they seemed warped, and any text beside them was unreadable.

      He raised a hand, and a ball of vibrant red energy started to gather in it. A bolt shot out of the ball and slammed into the barrier. It sank into the energy for a moment, then rebounded backwards.

      Reave ducked as the spell shot over his head and slammed into the stone behind him, sizzling into the rock and sending a pile of snow to the ground with a small puff.

      “Can you take it down?” Body asked. “It seems rather strong.”

      “I could,” Reave said, his voice losing a good bit of confidence. “But I would not enjoy it. The barrier is too strong for any of my weaker attacks, and the strong ones… I would prefer to avoid it. Perhaps our friends can assist us.”

      “Cowl could not break this,” Body said, glancing back at them. “She doesn’t have the attack power.”

      “And what of you, boy?” Reave asked, walking up to Angel. “You’re the resourceful one here. Think you can get this barrier down?”

      “Yes,” Angel replied after a few moments. Body’s powers seemed to allow elaborating on his answer, so he continued, “There’s probably a power source here somewhere. If I find that, I could try to remove the barrier.”

      “Do so, then. Destroy the barrier,” Reave ordered. “Lilian, you stay here.”

      Angel walked up to the magical forcefield and knelt beside it. He shoveled some of the snow out of the way and started to examine the ground. Snow built up on his back as he worked, slowly searching for the telltale signs of Old World Magic.

      If it weren’t for his metal arm, Angel probably would have gotten frostbite. Even still, he was soaked and shivering to the core by the time he finally spotted what he was looking for. Buried in a deep drift of powdery snow at the far corner of the clearing beside the mountain face was the power supply of Old World Magic keeping the barrier active.

      There were a few ways to take the barrier down now that he’d found it. And, as Angel had hoped, Body’s magic couldn’t make him choose one over the other. A miniscule smirk appeared on his face for a moment before he wiped it clear and stood up. There were two ways to take out a barrier. The first, and most logical, would be to destroy the power source.

      “Did you find it?” Reave asked.

      “Yes,” Angel replied. “I’m taking the barrier down now.”

      He took several steps back and raised his arm, aiming it at the power supply. Reave and Body both tensed, but neither moved to stop him as a canister whirred into place. Power started to gather in Angel’s arm, blue light growing brighter between the plates.

      Metal parted on his palm as the relic poked out from within it. The snow touching Angel’s arm turned to steam as it started to grow warmer and warmer. Energy crackled around it, growing in intensity.

      The second way to take down a barrier was the one that Reave had already tried. If it was hit with sufficiently strong magic, it would break. And the only way to find out if his spell was strong enough to break the barrier…

      Angel swung his arm up, pointing it at the forcefield. Lightning roared out of his arm like a furious dragon, streaking across the short clearing before Reave or Body could command him to stop.

      The spell dug deep into the barrier, which bent inwards and started to buckle. It hummed with energy, and tiny gaps started to form within it. For a moment, Angel thought the spell might have actually been strong enough to break it.

      Then, with a loud thwang, the barrier launched the spell back. It screamed through the air and slammed into the mountainside behind them with an earthshaking explosion. The barrier sprang back to full strength a moment later, unharmed. Echoes of the blast echoed through the valley before slowly fading away.

      “What was that?” Reave snarled. “You said you could break it!”

      “I was checking to see if my spell was strong enough to break it,” Angel said, grimacing as the heat rising off his arm burned his body. “I even used my strongest attack.”

      “I thought you were going to destroy the power source!”

      “That’s another way I could have done it,” Angel said with an innocent grin.

      “Do that, you fool,” Reave said, shaking his head. “Why blast the barrier after going through all that work? Break the power source. Now.”

      Angel’s arm rose again as the woman’s magic took over his body. A new canister clicked into place. As his arm started to charge once more, a rumble carried down from the top of the mountain.

      Reave paused, then glanced up. Angel couldn’t turn to watch, but he already knew what was happening.

      “Avalanche!” Reave roared. Body spun and, just like that, her control over them was broken. Evidently it required her full attention. Angel filed that piece of information away for later as he lunged forward and drove his elbow into the back of Reave’s head.

      Body opened her mouth to issue a command, but she wasn’t quite fast enough. The strike hit the bandaged man hard right at the base of his neck, and he crumpled to the ground without a noise. Lilian dove at the other woman.

      “Don’t move!” Body screamed, ducking out of the way as Lilian’s body stiffened in midair, and Angel froze.

      The rumble of the avalanche grew closer. Body glanced at them, then swore. She rushed over to Reave’s body and dragged him back onto the teleportation circle. Angel could see fury in the woman’s eyes as green energy enveloped them, and the two vanished.

      He still wasn’t free of her magic, but Angel was now in a place to watch helplessly as the white tsunami rushing towards them grew closer with every moment. He memorized the location of the teleportation circle and put all his energy into moving his arm.

      Avalanches were much louder than Angel had thought. The roar of the snow was so loud that he could barely hear himself think. He mused that there were probably a few large stones coming down along with it, but there wasn’t much to do about that now.

      His arm twitched, rising slightly. Angel’s eyes narrowed, and he pushed harder. Weakened by either distance or distraction, Body’s magic lost its hold on him. With a roar, he broke free of her control.

      A normal bolt of lightning tore out of his palm and slammed into the power source. With a crackling pop, a puff of black smoke rose from it. The barrier flickered and faded, and the teleportation circle let out a low whine as it lost energy as well.

      There was no time to celebrate. The avalanche was upon them. Angel dove behind a large rock, taking a deep breath as the world turned white. Snow slammed Angel to the ground, the force only slightly abated by his shelter. It battered him and tossed his body around like a leaf in a storm. Then it was still. The snow around him muted all sound as he was buried beneath it.
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      Each breath he took was like trying to inhale through several layers of thick cloth, and he was almost completely immobilized. His stronger right arm shifted ever so slightly beside him, but it was far from enough. He wasn’t even sure which direction was up.

      Angel forced himself to still his nerves as his brain kicked into overdrive. Each breath he drew in brought less oxygen than the last. He hissed, twisting his body as hard as he could in a desperate attempt to make some space within the snow.

      It was futile. The endless white surrounding him was stronger than any man, and the tiny amounts of wiggle room his arm got him weren’t doing much. The heat from his arm melted the snow around it, but as soon as the hole got big enough, more shifted to take its place. 

      The edges of Angel’s vision started to grow dark. His continued attempts did less and less as the minutes ticked by. He was out of lightning canisters, so Angel instructed his arm to load one of the stone spells and fire that one instead. There was a muted thump, but nothing else happened.

      More and more of the snow was replaced by darkness as his head started to spin, and a gentle warmth crept up from Angel’s spine, enveloping him like a blanket. He fought against it, but he could do nothing against its inevitable approach.

      Warmth enveloped his entire lower body and slipped up to the back of his neck. Far above him, there was a thud. His brain was too addled to register anything beyond that. The world started to slip away.

      A hand wrapped around Angel’s arm. It tugged on him, freeing his body partially. There was another tug, and he flew out of the snow, still barely aware of his surroundings. Something struck him hard across the face and warmth – true warmth, not the false promise of the snow – washed over him. Angel’s eyes jerked open, and he sat upright with a desperate gasp.

      Instead of snow, he was sitting on hard leather – in the back of the cockpit of a chopper. A heavy blanket had been wrapped around him.

      “Buried Gods, man,” Silver said, slipping out of the front seat to look at him. He still wore Lilian’s old mask, but his voice was unmistakable. “What are you doing swimming around in the snow?”

      “I heard that a strong chill was good for your skin,” Angel said with a weak grin. “What are you doing here?”

      “Cowl activated his tracker,” Silver replied. “Imagine my surprise when he turned out to be Lilian. Lucky you.”

      “Lucky,” Angel agreed. He vaguely remembered Lilian mentioning she’d called Silver in the catacomb, and it was a relief to know she’d actually done that instead of calling the other members of the Reawakening instead. “Where is she?”

      “Digging up the snow,” Silver replied, nodding out the window. “Apparently the two of you found something big.”

      Angel grimaced. His memories were coming back slowly. “We certainly might have. The Reawakening is here, though. We need to hurry, or–”

      Silver shook his head. “Relax. Did you think I came alone? Look out the window.”

      Angel followed the man’s instructions. His eyes widened. A dozen choppers sat within the valley. Twenty large, armed guards wearing Magitech armor had made a ring around the area.

      “Vanessa got her mom to convince the city to send some help,” Silver said with a smirk. “These blokes have some state-of-the-art weaponry. Besides, Lilian told me you blew the teleporter up before you went down.”

      “I did,” Angel said, letting out a relieved sigh. He was still shivering slightly, but his magically empowered body was recovering quickly now that he was no longer buried. “But how did Vanessa convince Dalliah to do this? I hope she didn’t promise anything.”

      “All yours, you greedy bastard,” Silver said, chuckling. “Unless you want to share anything with your old friend. I’m here on her orders, you know. I’m just technically another employee.”

      “I’m sure you are.” Angel gave the man a level look. Something told him that Silver was anything but just another normal worker. Knowing the man, he’d probably managed to weasel his way pretty high up in the Magistrate’s graces. “But thank you. You almost certainly saved my life. If the snow didn’t get me, Reave would have.”

      “Nothing brings me more pleasure than sticking it to that asshole,” Silver said. He paused, then cleared his throat. “Well, a few things do. Money. Loot. New weapons. Women. Men. Clothe–”

      “I get the picture.” Angel rolled his eyes, but he couldn’t disguise his pleasure at seeing the charismatic bandit. He rose to his feet, shaking the blanket off and hopping out the open door of the chopper. Silver followed him out.

      “So, what exactly did you find?” Silver asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Angel replied. The valley had been completely buried by the avalanche, but Silver and his crew had made good progress in excavating one end of it. He spotted Lilian standing beside two soldiers who were nearly double her size and giving them orders. “But I mean to find out. Reave and Body referred to it as a Key, capital K.”

      “Fun,” Silver said as they walked towards Lilian. “Worth anything?”

      “We aren’t selling it. Nothing the Reawakening wanted that badly can be bought for coin.”

      Lilian noticed their approach and gave them a grin. “Good to see you back on your feet, Angel.”

      “Thought I was done for,” Angel admitted. “Causing an avalanche probably wasn’t my smartest play.”

      “There wasn’t much else you could have done.” Lilian pressed her lips together. “Body’s powers are incredible. Once she has a hold of you, it’s not easy to break it. Finding a loophole in their orders was the best possible outcome for us. I had no idea that Mind could directly transmit her words into my thoughts, though. That’s deeply concerning.”

      “I’ll figure something out for that,” Angel said. “Speaking of which, are you sure he can’t do that to us? And what stops Body from just showing up and ordering the guards here around?”

      “Her power weakens the more people she tries to use it on,” Lilian said. “And I’m certain that Mind can’t forcibly invade someone’s head. You have to let him in. It’s a two-way connection, after all. I just clearly never closed my end – if there’s even a way to do that.”

      Angel let out a thoughtful hum. “Good move calling Silver in the catacombs, then. You saved our lives.”

      “Just yours,” Lilian corrected. “I don’t need to breathe as much as you do. I probably would have wiggled out before I suffocated. My strength is quite high.”

      “Just take the compliment,” Angel said with a sigh. “What do we know about the wall, then?”

      “The guards have nearly gotten us to the bottom of the snow pile,” Lilian said. “They’ve got to be slow to avoid the rest of the snow collapsing on us, and we want to see the whole thing at once, so the portable tunnel contraptions you carry around aren’t of much use either.”

      “Fair enough,” Angel said. The sun was low in the air, but there was still some time before it fell completely below the horizon.

      “We should have it all freed up by the end of today,” Silver said. He let out a heavy breath. “Until then… It seems like I’ve missed quite a bit since we parted ways. Care to fill me in? Lilian mentioned a few things, but not all of it.”

      Angel nodded. The three headed back to the chopper, where Angel gave him a quick rundown of what had happened since they’d left Molten Ridges. By the time he was done, Silver was shaking his head in complete bafflement.

      “I don’t even know what to say here,” Silver admitted. “This is starting to feel just a little bit out of my league.”

      “Really?” Angel raised an eyebrow. “Was it the Buried Gods that clued you in to that? Or was it the possible key to Old World Magic beneath our feet?”

      “I was more thinking it was the fact that your mentor was apparently some big shot in the Reawakening, and you just popped by his gravesite to rob it,” Silver said with a smirk. “Now that’s what I’m talking about. Did he have any good stuff aside from Lilian’s thingie?”

      “It’s not just my ‘thingie’. It’s a core,” Lilian said irritably. “And it’s worth as much as this entire fleet of choppers.”

      “Is it for sale?”

      “No!”

      “Then it’s useless,” Silver said. “If anyone else had it – different story. I would have left after lightening their pockets. But I can hardly steal from you two.”

      “Aw, that’s sweet,” Lilian said. “You’re really a big softie at heart, aren’t you?”

      “Keep at me like that and I’ll bury you back in the snow,” Silver threatened. They all chuckled, the stress lifting a little in the relative safety of their camp. The three sat in the cabin, waiting out the rest of the day as the guards continued to excavate the scene of the avalanche.
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      When they grew closer to finishing a few hours later, Angel hopped out of the cabin and joined the workers.

      “Make sure you don’t get a look at the murals,” Angel warned them. “The Reawakening are after this. If you know anything about it, you could be at risk.”

      “We’ve already got the top of the wall showing,” one guard said, shifting. Faint water vapors rose from his armor as the green energy coursing throughout it evaporated the faint snowfall. “Now that we’re closer, we can remove the remainder of the snow with an artifact. Would that work?”

      Angel nodded, and the man called out an order. A few minutes later, there was a muffled thump. The snow covering the wall vanished with a whoosh as a powerful wind sucked it up into a box held by one of the other guards.

      The snow that they stood on wobbled slightly, but it was much more packed, and they’d erected basic supports along the excavated portion to stop it from falling in. With a click, the guard shut the artifact off again.

      “All yours,” the man beside Angel said. He glanced down at the Seeker and cleared his throat. “I – is that really Old World Magic beneath us?”

      “It certainly might be,” Angel replied. “If it is, I’ll be spreading it everywhere I can, don’t you worry. What we should be really concerned about is if it isn’t Old World Magic. Thanks for your help and for bailing my ass out.”

      “It was all on orders,” the guard replied, giving him a sharp nod and heading back to the copters. The others followed him as Angel climbed down a bronze ladder and turned to get his first good look at the wall.

      One thing was certain – the murals were ancient. The carvings were covered with spiderwebbing cracks, and any color they’d once possessed had faded heavily with the years. Angel absentmindedly pulled his System artifact out as he studied them, excitement building in his chest with every passing moment.

      Much of the invaluable knowledge had been lost to the annals of time. Diagrams for weapons and spells had been ruined. But, amongst the lost knowledge, Angel managed to find two gems.

      The first was a spell. Angel could scarcely believe his eyes as he read through the runes on the stone. There was no doubt about it, and the faded diagrams only proved that even more. They depicted a stick-figure man forming a ball of fire above one hand in intricate detail.

      However, the closer Angel looked, the more confused he got. The runes describing the methodology of the casting were shockingly simple. They were a bit different from how he would have stored a fireball in a canister, but by so little that it was almost insignificant.

      Angel tried it anyways, tracing the runes in the air with a finger. The pattern shimmered for a moment. It crackled, growing warmer for an instant before dissipating harmlessly.

      “Was it worth it?” Silver called down to him.

      “That has yet to be determined,” Angel replied, a frown taking deeper root on his face as he tried the spell a second time, achieving an identical result. He tapped the wall and glanced at his System artifact.

      “Memorize this.”

      “The entire wall has been recorded, Wonderful,” his artifact reported. “The image has been stored within my memory banks.”

      Angel turned his attention to the other, largely undamaged, mural on the wall. Unlike the first, this one was clearly building instructions for some form of artifact or relic. They were incredibly complicated, and there were several runes that he’d never seen before.

      To make matters worse, a little less than a tenth of the information had been damaged beyond comprehension.

      Lilian slid down the ladder and walked up beside him. She peered at the wall, then grunted.

      “I’m not sure what I expected,” Lilian grumbled. “I don’t know any of these runes.”

      “Reave said something about a key.” Angel pointed at a mural beside the instructions depicting a spoked ring with several dozen gems inlaid within it. “Do you recognize this?”

      “I have no idea what he was talking about with the key,” Lilian said with a frown. “I was more of a field agent for the Reawakening. I didn’t know the exact methods we were using, and I’ve been away from our base for a while. They’ve clearly made some big leaps in progress while I was looking for Soul, so I’m afraid I’ve got no clue what’s going on.”

      “Maybe that’s why you managed to keep a hold of that last little spark of humanity,” Angel observed. “No matter. Reave, Body, and Soul all wanted whatever was over here, so it’s clearly important.”

      Silver hopped down from the snow above them, landing on the ground with a large thud. He rose to his feet and brushed his knees off. “So, what now?”

      “Research,” Angel said. “Research and upgrades. I’m not ready to fight the Reawakening as I am now. I need to make some serious improvements – both to myself and Lilian. Not something I can do in the field, though. I’m going to need a workshop. That probably means I’ve got to head back to Bronze City.”

      “I’ve got an alternative,” Silver said. “Magistrate Dalliah has extended her offer to help. She’s taking Vanessa seriously about the Reawakening and is willing to put you up in Molten Ridges. That offer includes a fully stocked workshop and supplies.”

      Angel opened his mouth to refuse, then stopped. He didn’t even have a fully stocked workshop at home. “What’s the catch?”

      “No catch,” Silver said. “The Reawakening drew her ire when they nearly killed Vanessa. C’mon. It could be fun. Besides, it’s no fair that you’re giving Lilian upgrades and not me.”

      “Fine,” Angel said with a chuckle. “If Dalliah is going to fund me, I won’t say no. It’ll be nice to sleep in a real bed anyways.”

      “That’s what I like to hear,” Silver said. “Now, for my Magitech suit, I’d like some cool flame decals, okay? And also one of those gauntlets. I want to shoot fireballs.”

      Angel rolled his eyes. “Head back up without me. I need to take care of this wall before we leave.”

      Silver cocked his head, then nodded. He clambered up the ladder like a monkey, and Lilian followed him up after giving a last look at the wall. As they left, Angel’s arm hummed to life. He hadn’t overloaded an ice spell before, but he had an inkling of what it might do.

      His arm started to rattle, heating up as the relic activated. He gritted his teeth, ignoring the pain shooting into his side and shoulder from the hot metal pressed against his skin. Steam hissed out the vents as fast as they could work, but he hadn’t designed it for these temperatures.

      Angel pressed his hand against the wall and fired. A wave of frost roared out, flashing across the stone and covering it with a translucent sheen within instants. Crystaline structures formed within it as the ice dug deeper, punching through the cracks and worming its way into the mountain.

      He reared back, closing his metal arm into a fist, and drove it into the wall with all his strength. Cracks ripped through the stone, shattering ice and destroying the murals completely. In an instant, the ancient knowledge had been wiped from the world and remained only within Angel’s mind and his System artifact.

      The sight pained him, but Angel shook his arm off and turned, climbing back up the ladder and leaving the ruins behind him.

      “Anger issues?” Silver asked as Angel slid into the chopper.

      “Just making sure to ruin Reave’s day even more,” Angel said, chuckling. His face darkened as a thought struck him. “They did get most of Soul’s body back, though. That’s not good. He might have had some important stuff left in him.”

      “Too late to worry now,” Silver said, pressing several buttons on the dashboard and bringing the chopper to life. “You ready to go?”

      “More than ready,” Angel and Lilian said at the exact same time. Silver chuckled. He opened a hatch at the top of the cockpit and pulled a small box out of it.

      “We’re cleared for departure,” Silver said. “Take us back to Molten Ridges.”

      He pressed a lever forward, and the chopper’s blades started to beat faster. It lifted off the ground and rose into the air.

      “Say, how did you manage to get here so quickly after I sent the signal?” Lilian asked.

      “Ah, I might have been tailing you by accident,” Silver admitted. “After I got settled in at Molten Ridges, I decided to make sure Cowl was really dead. My old tracker was in the cockpit of my destroyed chopper, so I had a Tinkerer build a new one. I reconnected the two, and imagine my surprise when I found out Cowl was still wandering around. After letting Dalliah know, she told me to seek him out and show him what happened to those that betrayed her daughter. I was pretty close when you called me, revealing that you were actually Lilian.”

      Angel raised an eyebrow. “Dalliah hired the person that tried to kidnap her daughter to… kill the other person that tried to kidnap her daughter?”

      “She might not know about that bit yet,” Silver admitted, pushing a lever forward and sending them zipping off through the sky. “Maybe keep it that way.”
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      The travel back to Molten Ridges was, thankfully, completely uninteresting. The choppers cut down on the travel time significantly, which Angel was thankful for. He couldn’t wait to start truly digging into the multitude of mysteries he was carrying around.

      During the trip, he continued regular checkups on Lilian. His temporary power source was still running as expected, and she let him continue studying the other Magitech within her. He’d already learned a lot, but there was still a good number of parts that he still had yet to discover the purpose of.

      “Look up there,” Silver said, nodding at a thick haze rising in the distance and warping the sky. The imposing black and burnished red walls of Molten Ridges rose at the edge of a huge lava lake. “We’ve arrived.”

      “I’ve never seen Molten Ridges from this high up,” Angel said, poking his head over Silver’s shoulder to get a better look. “It’s intimidating.”

      “You haven’t even seen half of it,” Silver said with a laugh. “Their security is incredible, especially in the Academy. I tried to steal some seeds from those trees at least ten times, but there’s always some hawk-eyed bastard watching them.”

      “I thought you gave up your life of crime?” Lilian asked.

      “Suspended,” Silver corrected her. “You don’t ever really give it up. And I haven’t actually done anything. Just thought about doing it. And planned it out. And – well, you know what, it’s the fact that I didn’t actually get anything that counts.”

      He brought the chopper lower in the sky, angling it towards a huge landing pad nestled within the enormous Academy’s walls. Several enormous Magitech cannons, blinking with lights and with house-sized canisters linked to their bases, traced them as they grew closer. The whole thing looked more like a castle than anything else.

      “Identify yourself,” a voice crackled through the speaker. Silver grabbed it and cleared his throat. “Wind Snake here. Retrieved Magistrate Dalliah’s target.”

      “Clear.” There was a click, but the crackle didn’t stop. The cannons turned away from them, and in a much quieter voice, someone muttered, “Who else would it be, Captain Jameson? There’s an entire fleet of choppers. Why would a whole fleet roll up here?”

      “You’re still transmitting, idiot,” a rough voice snapped. The crackle vanished.

      The cannons turned away from them, and Silver pulled back on a lever. With a whine, the chopper swept in and touched down at the center of the pad. Its rotors slowed to a stop, and Silver sat back in his seat with a sigh. “Home sweet home. Welcome back, lads.”

      “Where’s my workshop?” Angel asked.

      “Hah. I’m sure Captain Jameson can lead you to it. Dalliah sent him here as a show of goodwill to the city. He’s been helping manage the chopper pads, but he’s still in her employ.”

      “Perfect,” Angel said. “I’ve got a lot of work to do, and I don’t want to waste time.”

      He pulled the door of the chopper open and was greeted by the loud roar of the other choppers in the fleet as they descended around them, buffeting the platform with powerful winds. Angel grimaced, then slid to the ground.

      A heavily armored man stood at a doorway on the far side of the platform. His Magitech armor was significantly larger than that of the average soldier, and a mask covered the lower half of his face.

      A puff of steam exited a vent at the side of the mask, and he reached up, removing it with a click as Angel made his way towards him.

      “Captain Jameson, I presume?” Angel guessed. Lilian and Silver wandered over from the chopper and joined the two.

      “Correct. You would be Angel, then.”

      “As far as I’m aware. What’s with the mask?”

      “The choppers let out fumes,” Jameson said, turning on his heel and waving for them to follow him. “I must keep my body in perfect shape, and that includes avoiding possible contaminants.”

      He ducked under the doorway and led them inside the building. Each step he took was like a muted thunderbolt in the metal hallways, but the guards they passed had clearly gotten used to it.

      The inside of the building was rather plain. It was mostly made from a mixture of bronze and copper, with a few barred windows looking down onto the city below them. The group had to stop every few hallways as Jameson tapped in a passcode to open a blast door. The Academy clearly wasn’t taking any security risks.

      “Miss Vanessa is currently in class,” Jameson said as they descended a spiraling staircase. “She extends her regrets in being unable to greet you personally.”

      “It’s quite alright,” Angel replied. “I’m sure we’ll get time to say hi soon. Besides, it would be a shame for us to have brought her all this way just for Vanessa to shirk her studies.”

      “Exactly,” Jameson said, nodding vigorously in agreement as they reached the bottom, which was walled off by yet another door. He tapped a passcode into the keypad beside it, and the door hissed open, rising into the ceiling to grant them passage.

      The room they emerged into had a large door at the far end and a counter beside it where two armored guards were playing a game with a pair of dice and cups. The men leapt to their feet as Jameson strode inside. One of them positioned himself to block the game and cleared his throat.

      “Ah, Wind Snake! You’ve returned,” the man exclaimed with forced excitement.

      “We spoke no more than five minutes ago.” Silver smirked. “You couldn’t have forgotten me already.”

      “Of course not,” the guard replied. He quickly pressed a button hidden behind the counter. With a rumble, the door parted to allow access to a huge courtyard. It was mostly grass, with several stone footpaths traveling throughout it. On the back side of the clearing was a black metal wall decorated with intricate patterns of red stone that looked like fire.

      “That’s the Academy armory,” Jameson explained as they walked out into the courtyard and started down one of the paths. “Some of the finest weapons in the Barren, all made here.”

      “Fascinating,” Angel said, memorizing the building’s location. “And where would my workshop be?”

      “Magistrate Dalliah said you’d be wanting to find it immediately,” Jameson said. “She was right – as always. Brilliant woman, Dalliah.”

      “Quite,” Angel agreed. “Workshop?”

      “It’s in the Tinkerer’s Wing,” Jameson said with a grunt. “Not too much farther. You’ll have access to the Academy mess hall as well, although I have better things to do than show you. I believe Dalliah arranged for a student to shadow you in exchange for showing you around.”

      “That’s… acceptable, I suppose,” Angel decided. “So long as they don’t expect to be there all day. Some of my work is sensitive.”

      “I’m sure it is,” Jameson said, not sounding the slightest bit insincere. They passed under a tall archway linking two Academy buildings to each other, then started down a widening path. Through the windows in the buildings, Angel spotted students of varying ages attending classes.

      Some sat at desks taking notes, while others sparred or held artifacts. There was a small flash from one of the buildings, and one boy jerked away from a small box in his hands, smoke rising from his eyebrows.

      A tall woman strode over and slapped him on the back of the head while Angel chuckled. They passed a few kids wearing red and black clothes. Some of them had gold lines stitched onto their shoulders.

      “What’s with the matching fashion?” Angel asked.

      “It’s to mark them as Academy students,” Jameson replied. “The robes grant some degree of authority in the town and help provide some protection for the kids. Anyone that attacks an Academy student is treated as if they’ve attacked the Academy itself. It does much for keeping criminals far away.”

      “I’m sure,” Angel said, making a point not to glance at Silver. Jameson led them into a large, rectangular building. There were fewer students here, and most of them looked older as well. Not many of them showed any interest in the group as they slipped through the tight hallways and closed doors. There were a few windows, revealing huge lecture halls, but many of the rooms were completely closed off.

      Jameson came to a stop before a door marked with the number 71. He tossed Angel a small key. “This is your room. Don’t lose it. Don’t replicate it either. It’s Magitech. Completes the circuit with the door. A normal replacement will end up frying whoever sticks it into the keyhole.”

      “Noted,” Angel said, examining the bronze device curiously. Runes wrapped around its handle, and he made a mental note to study and replicate the key as soon as possible. “Is there anything else I should know?”

      “Nothing Dalliah or Vanessa told me,” Jameson said. “Someone will drop by in a few hours to show you around. Wind Snake, can you lead your friend to her housing?”

      “Sure,” Silver said. “Have fun, Angel. That look in your eye tells me that it’s best to leave you alone, so I’ll see you at dinner.”

      Angel waved farewell as Silver led Lilian down the hall while Jameson retreated the way they’d come. He turned back to the door and put the key into its hole, turning it with a satisfying click before stepping inside to inspect his new workshop.
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      He let out a slow whistle. Dalliah hadn’t held anything back with the workshop. The room wasn’t particularly large, but every inch of space was used to its maximum potential. A wide assortment of tools hung from the walls, ranging from specialized scribes to small power generators.

      A stout desk at the back end of the room was illuminated by a large window overlooking a beautiful courtyard full of trees and foliage. A set of heavy blinds had been rolled up to the top of the window for when he needed privacy. The walls on either side of him were lined with shelves bearing everything from artifacts to scrap metal and components.

      Angel shut the door behind himself and locked it. Two canisters on the wall near the entrance connected to lines of runes that ran up through the ceiling and into large bulbs. There was a switch right beside them, so he tapped it.

      Warm gold light flared to life within the bulbs, illuminating the room. If he hadn’t known better, Angel would have sworn that it was natural.

      He wandered over to the desk and pulled the chair out, sitting down on the padded chair and letting out a contented sigh.

      “Dalliah sure knows how to treat a man,” Angel said. He took out his System artifact and activated it with the keyword. “Now then… your scanning capabilities are pretty good, right?”

      “That is correct, Wonderful.”

      “Please examine this room and look for any active artifacts,” Angel said. He could have done it himself, of course. But he was under no delusions that his old eyepiece could hold up to the floating orb.

      It let out an affirmative chime and made a circuit around the room, bathing each nook and cranny with a wave of blue light. It moved in a precise pattern, starting at floor level and rising by a body length each time it looped the room. After a few minutes, it returned to float by his shoulder.

      “Two devices were located,” the orb crackled. “The first is on top of the shelf directly to your left. The second is within a box underneath the table you are sitting at.”

      “Thank you.” Angel scooted his chair back and pulled the box out from underneath the table. The plain metal crate was full of broken parts and fragmented artifacts. He flicked his eyepiece down, scanning it.

      A small box lit up orange on the glass. Angel dug through it and pulled the box out. Wires hung from its sides, but a quick check confirmed that the runes on it were undamaged, and revealed it to be a recording artifact of some sort. He gave it a wide grin, then tapped it with a metal finger.

      A spark of purple energy leapt out, shooting into the device and frying it. He walked up to the shelf and stood on the tips of his toes to reach up and grab the second device, repeating the process.

      “Can’t say I blame her,” Angel muttered. “But really? Just two? I’m insulted. Say, orb-thingie, pick up anything else interesting about the room?”

      “The vent at the top near the doorway seems to be larger than standard convention, at least according to the knowledge I have. My knowledge of architecture is unfortunately limited due to my disconnect from the main System, so I cannot say more than that.”

      Angel spun in his chair and looked up at the vent. It looked normal to him, but he was hardly a vent afficionado.

      “Hmm. You didn’t detect any Artifacts back there, then?”

      “None in the immediate vicinity.”

      “Not worth worrying about, then,” Angel decided. “Keep an eye on it. I’ve got… honestly, I think I’m losing count of how many things I need to fix. But I’ve got work to do.”

      “Understood. I will witness the vent,” the artifact said. It floated up to the vent, blue light washing over the opening periodically. Angel chuckled and turned back to the desk, trying to sort out his thoughts.

      Before he could start figuring out new weapons or even begin thinking about the Key, he resolved to fix his arm. The relic empowering his spells was going to burn him alive if he didn’t find a good way to cool his arm. In addition, the heavy kick from each spell was going to be a problem if he was aiming at anything more than a few feet away from him.

      He sat in silence at the desk for several minutes, piecing together a plan. There were two main components he needed to add. The first was some sort of stabilizer and possibly even a scope for firing at things at long range. The second was some sort of system to carry the heat away from the relic. His steam vents were doing the best they could, but they weren’t enough on their own.

      “Ideally, I would just dump a bunch of ice water on it,” Angel mused to himself. “That would cool it pretty damn fast. Completely impractical, though. A fan could help, but not nearly enough.”

      

      Angel rose to his feet and walked over to the shelves. Each of the boxes had been helpfully labeled and seemed to contain mostly matching parts. He found one full of tubes and pulled it down with a thoughtful hum.

      “This could do it. Hey, Orby?”

      There was no response. Angel cleared his throat. “Artifact?”

      “Yes?” The orb spun towards him.

      “Egh. You need a name,” Angel decided. “Are you not partial to Orby?”

      “Would you want to be referred to as ‘Orby’?”

      Angel couldn’t argue with that. He paused, reconsidering the artifact’s words. “Do you even have wants? No offense, but I wasn’t thinking of you as alive. Are you a living creature?”

      “I – no?” the orb guessed. “Maybe?”

      “Interesting indeed.” Angel rubbed his chin. His beard had grown thicker and was getting a bit unruly. He couldn’t really be bothered to shave it. Not when there was so much work to do. “What about Blue?”

      “Blue… seems acceptable,” the formerly unnamed artifact decided.

      “Wonderful.”

      “No, that’s your name.”

      “That isn’t – ah, forget it. Look, I need to make a system to rapidly cool my arm.” Angel waved his mechanical arm around in demonstration. “I’m thinking water cooling might do it, but I don’t actually know much about working with hydraulics. Any thoughts in that System-empowered head of yours?”

      “If you are concerned about efficiency, water is very efficient, but there are other, superior options,” Blue said. “There are a multitude of other liquids that would serve the purpose better. I suggest blimp coolant.”

      “Huh. That could work. I’m not sure where to look for that, but I’m sure someone here could find it,” Angel said. “Perfect! Thanks, Blue.”

      The artifact let out a crackle as if it was unsure what to do with his compliment. Eventually, it just turned back to watch the vent while Angel got back to work.

      He pulled several tubes from the box and tossed them onto the table. He put the box back, then pulled down another one full of canisters. He chose a sturdy bronze one the size of his fist before sitting back down in his chair.

      Angel removed all the parts of the canister he didn’t need and hollowed it out. He considered taking one of the tools in the workshop, but decided they weren’t quite needed yet and used his own scribe to connect the tubes to either end of the canister.

      Once they were attached, he used Liquid Metal to open his arm up. He modified the outer plates, making some extra room near the top of his shoulder. He placed the canister there, then ran the tubes down so that they were both in position to connect to the relic.

      Angel then plucked the tube from its spot and found a location on the metal that was largely devoid of runes. He had to make a little room by removing and rewriting several lines of Old World Magic.

      Lifting the scribe to the relic, Angel carefully carved a path for the liquid to flow through. He then connected the tubes to it and slotted the whole thing back into place before reforming his arm.

      After a quick series of tests to make sure he hadn’t damaged any normal functionality, Angel nodded in satisfaction. He glanced up, realizing that the sun was getting low in the sky. With a grunt, he stood up and shook out his tingling limbs. It was time to get some coolant.
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      Angel swung the door open and came face-to-face with a young woman with skin tanned by the desert sun and long white hair. Her clothes were stained but hardy – the garments of a worker or perhaps a Tinkerer. He ground to a halt before he accidentally ran her over.

      “Didn’t expect someone to be here; sorry about that,” Angel said. As he spoke, his eyepiece flicked down, and he scanned her. He didn’t put it past the Reawakening to send an assassin in the form of a pretty girl. Not that he had any interest in anything other than Magitech.

      
        
        Race: Human

        Name: Alison Adder

      

      

      
        
        Level: 12

        Status: Healthy

        Information accuracy: 98%

        Strength: 4

        Intelligence: 16

        Nimbleness: 2

        Toughness: 2

      

      

      
        
        Rating: Laughable

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

      

      

      
        
        Element(s): None

      

      

      Angel didn’t pick up any Magitech on her body either. Probably not an assassin, then. He pushed his eyepiece back and raised an eyebrow. The girl was just staring at him with wide eyes, not saying anything.

      “Hello?”

      “Oh,” she said, flushing bright red. “I’m sorry. I got distracted. I’m Vanessa’s classmate, Alison. She asked me to come get you.”

      “Ah.” Telling classmates to run chores wasn’t exactly how Angel would have done things, but he supposed she was still a Magistrate’s daughter. “Well, I need some coolant, so I suppose now is as good a time as ever. Lead the way, Alison.”

      The girl nodded, and Angel closed the door, locking it behind him before following her through the halls. She led him out of the building and over to the mess hall. His System artifact, which had slipped out of the room before he’d left, floated after him.

      Angel didn’t bother hiding his awe at the huge trees in the courtyard. They were so large and… well, wooden. He was strongly tempted to walk over and see if he could pry some of the precious material away, but something told him that would be a bad idea.

      Their short walk led them up to the building that Captain Jameson had identified as the mess hall. Alison led him up a set of entirely pointless yet beautifully carved stairs and through a pair of double doors that could have rivaled some catacombs’ fashion senses.

      Easily a hundred students sat scattered throughout the hall, chattering avidly around their tables as they ate. The food smelled heavenly. A few gazes followed them as they walked, but Angel noted that they were mostly on Alison rather than him.

      “Fall in a puddle on your way here?” a girl asked as they passed, snickering.

      Alison pointedly ignored her. Angel’s brow furrowed, but he couldn’t be bothered to intervene in teenage posturing. At the far end of the room, seated at a small table with a large boy and a tiny girl, was Vanessa. Her eyes lit up as she spotted them approaching.

      “I see you’re doing well for yourself,” Angel said as they came up to the table. “How have you been liking the Academy?”

      “It’s… interesting,” Vanessa said, rubbing the back of her neck. “I think some of the teachers were surprised with how much I know. You and Wind Snake taught me so much that I’m a fair bit ahead of my year. But please, sit down.”

      “How did he decide on Wind Snake?” Angel asked, obliging her. “That is possibly the stupidest name I’ve ever heard.”

      “You’ll have to ask him,” Vanessa said with a grimace. “But I’m being impolite. Angel, these are my friends Tom and Tilly. You’ve already met Alison.”

      The large boy gave him a nod, but he seemed more interested in his food than anything else. Tilly offered him a guarded smile, but she was clearly on edge. Vanessa pushed a plate of seared meat up to Angel.

      “Please, eat. The food doesn’t cost students anything,” she said. “Honestly, I’m surprised you took my mom’s offer. I didn’t think you’d have time.”

      “I found out I needed some upgrades,” Angel said, glancing down at his arm. “And I need a real workshop to do the important stuff. I’ve had to agree to let some munchkin shadow me – I don’t suppose that was you?”

      “It turns out, I’ve taken more to Wind Snake’s field,” Vanessa said, turning red. “I’m still taking Tinkering classes, and I think it’s interesting, but I want to be able to defend my friends.”

      “That’s a respectable goal,” Angel said between bites. “So, aside from the reunion, why did you call me here?”

      “What do you mean? I was just–”

      “You could have chosen a more private place,” Angel said, swallowing and raising an eyebrow. “Nah, you’re making a point about something. I don’t mind, of course. But now I’m curious.”

      Vanessa’s nose scrunched, and she let out a sigh. “How did you know?”

      “Too many people were watching Alison when we walked in. Not to sound self-important, but my arm generally ends up being the center of attention during new meetings. If Alison was more interesting than I am, there’s something going on. No offense.”

      Alison let out a small squeak. Tom and Tilly both focused more on him, and the boy’s muscles tensed slightly. Was Tom going to try to punch him? A grin tugged at the edge of Angel’s lips. That would be amusing.

      “Damn. I almost feel embarrassed you read it that easily. It’s not for me, though. My mom got me more than enough status here.”

      “Gathered that as well. Alison, then? Don’t tell me this is some stupid bullying thing.”

      “Pretty much,” Vanessa admitted with a frown. “She’s a Tinkerer, like Tilly. It’s just…”

      “All my work explodes,” Alison said, practically throwing the words up in her haste. Her hands tightened, and her cheeks flushed with shame. “Badly. Nothing I craft turns out right, and I’m a charity case. If I can’t catch up with the rest of the class, I’ll get booted out of the Academy.”

      “I take it you’re the one I’m meant to teach, then?” Angel guessed.

      “I hate for my first surprise over you to be this,” Vanessa said. “But no. I asked Mom, but she refused. Your shadow is actually going to be Tilly. She’s contracted to work for Mom after we graduate.”

      Ah. That explained why the girl had been wary of him. And it also explained why Vanessa had Alison get him.

      “Tugging on my heartstrings, are you?” Angel asked, shaking his head and hiding a smile. “You could have just asked, you know. There’s no difference between one or two people watching me. So long as they leave when I tell them to, I don’t care. I suppose a helper couldn’t hurt.”

      “Really?” Alison asked, her eyes going wide in disbelief. “Thank you! Thank you! I’ll do whatever you ask me to!”

      “Ah… no problem? I didn’t think it was that big a favor,” Angel said, sending a confused glance at Vanessa.

      “Most Tinkerers guard their secrets closely,” Vanessa said. “Even the teachers don’t go into too much detail on their personal methods. Only top-ranked students have the opportunity to work with a master Tinkerer for more than a few minutes at a time.”

      “Sounds like a bunch of hard-asses,” Angel said, finishing the rest of his meal. Tilly hadn’t looked straight at him since he started working, but he could feel her gaze on him the entire time. Well, it was either on him or the artifact floating by his shoulder.

      “Just don’t tell that to their faces,” Vanessa said, lowering her voice. “So, Tilly? Do you approve?”

      “Of course I do,” the small girl said without an ounce of hesitation. “Magistrate Dalliah picked this man, so I am confident he’ll be capable.”

      She couldn’t have sounded less sincere. Angel nearly burst into laughter. The girl thought he was a fraud. He wasn’t exactly sure how she’d come to that conclusion, as there was an artifact floating over his shoulder, and his arm should have been a bit of a dead giveaway.

      “Cut him a break, Tilly,” Tom rumbled. “He just arrived from the Barren. You can’t expect every Tinkerer to be prim and proper.”

      “I’ve got some work to catch up on,” Tilly said, rising to her feet and inclining her head respectfully to Vanessa. “Thank you for keeping me company. I’ll see you in an hour for our next class.”

      She darted off.

      “Tough crowd,” Angel said, not bothered in the slightest by her behavior.

      “She’ll soften up soon enough,” Vanessa said. Her words carried a note of apology in them. “She’s very talented. Tilly just hasn’t really seen how the world is. Not everyone talented is the polished gem she expects.”

      “Much like a certain someone I once knew.” Angel smirked. “She was an interesting woman. Wanted to ride around in the Barren with glowing lights strapped to her skates, making sure all the monsters knew where she was. I hope she’s doing okay now.”

      Vanessa flushed. “You still have to fix those.”

      “Bring them by my workshop,” Angel said. “I’ll take care of them then.”

      “I can get them!” Alison volunteered, launching to her feet and darting out of the mess hall. Someone jeered at her as she left, but Alison didn’t even glance in their direction.

      “At least she’s energetic,” Angel decided. He crossed his fingers and leaned forward. “But I’ve come here seeking something from you as well. Maybe consider this my fee for taking on another apprentice.”

      “Oh?”

      “I need blimp coolant,” Angel said. “The good stuff – the kind blimps use. Can you get me some?”

      “I gathered that blimps might be the ones using blimp coolant. I’m sure my mom can arrange something,” Vanessa said, not bothering to ask what he could possibly need it for. “I’ll get it delivered and ask Alison to bring it to you.”

      “Perfect,” Angel said, a grin stretching across his face. The next step was secure. “With that, I’m going to go dropkick small children or do whatever else it is that Tilly thinks I do. Thanks for the meal, Vanessa.”

      He rose, bidding Tom farewell before tracking his steps back out of the mess hall and towards his new workshop.
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      No sooner than he got back and started to open the door did Alison sprint down the hallway, carrying a small barrel with both arms. She skidded to a stop, nearly tripping and falling flat on her face before Angel caught her.

      “I got the coolant,” Alison said through gasps for air, holding it out with trembling arms. Vanessa’s skates hung from her belt. Angel bit back a laugh and took the barrel from her.

      “I didn’t think you’d get it that fast.”

      “Oh, I – I’m sorry,” Alison stammered, her face falling. “I thought–”

      “I was surprised, not scolding you,” Angel said, holding his free hand up. He propped the door open with his back and gestured with his chin for Alison to walk inside the workshop. “Go on, then. I’m about to work.”

      Her eyes lit up, and she darted inside. Angel followed her. He set the barrel beside the desk and sat down. There weren’t any other chairs in the workshop.

      “Sorry,” Angel said. “Could you give me Vanessa’s skates? I need to sit while I work, and it doesn’t look like Dalliah included a chair for anyone else. I’ll ask someone to get one.”

      “No, it’s okay!” Alison handed the skates over and held her hands up as if he would banish her from the room if she didn’t have a seat. “I can stand and watch.”

      Angel shrugged. It only took him a minute to repair the skates. Once they were working, he handed them back. He bent over and pressed his metal fingers into the lip of the barrel, prying the top open with a clean motion. Brilliant blue liquid greeted him. It was more viscous than water, and faint blue smoke rose from it.

      “That’s the good stuff,” Angel said, then glanced at the System artifact floating over his shoulder. “Right, Blue?”

      The orb scanned the barrel, and Alison bit back a yelp.

      “It is high-quality coolant,” Blue said. “It should be adequate for your purposes.”

      “Perfect,” Angel said. His arm melted open, revealing the empty canister near his shoulder. He popped it open, then frowned. “Alison, could you grab me something I could use as a cup from the shelf over there?”

      Alison nodded so fast that Angel thought her head might fly off. She scampered over to the shelf, scanning it and choosing a broken endcap.

      “This’ll work. Thank you,” he said, taking it from her. He scooped the coolant into the canister, taking care not to accidentally spill it on himself. He didn’t want to know what made it glow bright blue, but something told him it probably wouldn’t be coming out of his clothes or skin anytime soon.

      He managed to complete the surgery without redecorating himself. The arm melted back shut, and he gave it a test wiggle. The entire new system wasn’t particularly heavy, and it didn’t seem to throw his balance off at all.

      “That handles the cooling,” Angel muttered to himself. “I think some better vents would be good as well, so I’ll do those next.”

      He thought for a few moments, then paused as a thought struck him. He sent a command to his arm, telling it to use Liquid Metal to modify the runes he’d made for the vents. Something at the back of his shoulder rippled.

      Angel craned his neck, trying to see if it had worked, but he couldn’t get a good look at it. He frowned and rubbed his chin. “Is there a mirror anywhere?”

      “I’ve got one in my room,” Alison volunteered, staring at his arm in awe. “I could go get it for you, Master Angel.”

      “Just Angel, please,” Angel said. “I’m no master. But a mirror would be apprecia–”

      She was out the door before he could finish. It swung shut behind her with a dull thud, and Angel chuckled.

      “Well, at least she’s excited,” Angel said.

      “Or terrified,” Blue put in.

      “Do you even know what terrified means?”

      There was no response to that. Angel decided that someday soon, once his arm was back up and working, he’d figure out exactly just how much intelligence his System artifact had.

      Alison showed up a few minutes later, a small hand mirror clutched in her hand. Angel took it from her with a word of thanks and held it behind himself, twisting so he could get a better look.

      “This is incredible,” Angel muttered. The runes around the vents had completely changed according to what he’d pictured in his head. There were a few mistakes that he fixed as soon as he saw them, but the Liquid Metal ability was far more precise than he’d thought.

      “Star Fragments are concentrated magic,” Blue chimed merrily. “It is only logical for their effects to be profound.”

      “Yeah, that makes sen – wait, what?” Angel sputtered, realizing what the artifact had said. “You know what a Star Fragment is?”

      “Yes.”

      Angel glanced at Alison. She was watching them with rapt attention, taking in every word. Blue had already spilled the beans, so it was probably too late to hide it from her. Then again, it wasn’t like she knew exactly what it was either.

      “You have a Star Fragment?” Alison asked, her eyes going wide.

      Scratch that. She knew what it was.

      “Ah… yes?” Angel said, watching her carefully.

      “I won’t tell anyone, I swear,” Alison said, holding her hands up. “I’ll forget it was ever mentioned.”

      “Do you know what it does?” Angel asked.

      Alison swallowed nervously. “No specifics. There isn’t much information left about them, but Vanessa got me interested in the Great War, and there were mentions of them in some of the Academy’s books. They’re basically one or a set of Old World Magic spells that get stored into a stone. Some of them apparently had some intelligence as well, but the information on them is really scarce.”

      “I see,” Angel said. “I’m going to have to ask that you keep this very silent. It would be very annoying if someone found out about this. I trust you understand me?”

      “I didn’t see anything, and I have no clue what you’re talking about,” Alison promised.

      Angel studied her closely. As far as he could tell, she meant her words. “Good. Now, let’s get back to the interesting stuff.”

      With the vents fixed, the next task to tackle was stabilization. Angel searched through the cabinets until he found two identical bronze rods about the length of his forearm. He took them back to his desk along with a few pieces of scrap metal, thinking out loud the entire time.

      “How much do you know about runes?” Angel asked.

      It took Alison a moment to realize he was talking to her. “Some. I know the theory that everyone else does in my year, but every time I actually try to do something, it blows up.”

      “When does it blow up?” Angel asked as he used his scribe to carve some plates out of the scrap metal. “After you finish the entire circle? Or while you’re in the middle of it?”

      “After, when I add power to it.”

      Angel connected the plates to the leg and set it aside, rubbing his chin in thought. “Show me.”

      “What?” Alison stammered. She evidently hadn’t been expecting him to actually do anything other than let her watch.

      “Make a light rune circle,” Angel said, standing up and patting the back of his chair. “You can use a scribe, right?”

      “I – yeah,” Alison said, slowly sitting down and picking his scribe up. He pushed a piece of scrap metal in front of her, and she chewed her lower lip. “But it’ll explode.”

      “Make the circle without a power inlet,” Angel instructed. “Just leave that bit blank.”

      Alison nodded and got to work, powering the scribe and drawing the runes on the blank slate. A light rune circle was one of the simplest ones, only requiring power and a single activation rune. Without even having to include the power, Alison finished within a few minutes.

      The circle wasn’t the best he’d ever seen. The lines had slight imperfections that came from a shaky hand, and the runes weren’t as sharp as they could have been. Still, they were mostly correct. Nothing about the runework was nearly bad enough to explode by accident.

      “Add the power source,” Angel said, handing it back to her. “Just don’t activate it.”

      Alison gave him a worried nod and followed his instructions, adding the last runes in. When she finished, he examined it again. Once more, her work was below his standards but still acceptable. There wasn’t anything clearly wrong with it.

      “These look fine,” Angel said. “Your hand isn’t very steady, which is making some of your lines wobbly and badly formed. That will cause trouble when you start dealing with more complex systems or higher power, but for something as weak as a light rune, this should work fine.”

      “Really?” Alison asked, her eyes lighting up.

      Angel nodded. “Put power into it. I don’t see any way for that to go wrong.”

      Alison raised her finger to the metal and closed her eyes. It lit up as magic started to flow from her body into the metal. The runes blinked to life, shining a warm cherry red. Then they grew brighter.

      The glow turned to a searing burn. Angel snatched the piece, and a bolt of purple lightning coursed down his arm, devouring the light as he ripped it from Alison’s hands.

      “You stopped it!” Alison exclaimed, but her face fell. “But it was going to blow up, wasn’t it?”

      “It was,” Angel said, thoroughly baffled. The runes on the plate had melted into slag. “I don’t understand this at all. Those runes should have been more than capable of functioning properly for more than a second or two.”

      “Maybe the instructors are right,” she said, her face crumpling. “I’m just forsaken by magic. It doesn’t work for me.”

      “Your instructors are idiots,” Angel said promptly, turning the plate over in his hand and trying to find where it had gone wrong. “Magic isn’t a being. It doesn’t think on its own, and it certainly doesn’t blow up runes that should work properly.”

      “That wasn’t an explosion,” Blue chimed. “It was the rapid breakdown of the rune structure, causing a buildup of pressure in the magical energy.”

      “And what would happen right after said buildup?” Angel asked.

      “An explosion.”

      Angel rubbed his forehead. “Thank you, Blue. That was very helpful.”

      “I live to serve,” Blue said cheerfully.
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      “Draw it again,” Angel said, handing her another piece of scrap metal. “And don’t activate them this time.”

      A few minutes later, she handed him another rune circle. Angel made sure it was safe before sending a small amount of his own magic into it. Dim red light illuminated the proper rune. He let the light fade and set it back on the desk with a frown.

      “What do you think, Blue?” Angel asked.

      “Insufficient data for a conclusion. Further testing is suggested.”

      “Thought as much,” Angel said.

      “So, you don’t know what’s going on?” Alison asked with a disappointed frown.

      “I wouldn’t say that,” Angel replied. “I can confirm that you aren’t doing anything wrong with your actual rune carving. It’s you.”

      Alison’s face crumpled, and she looked down, clenching her hands at her sides. “I understand. I’m sorry for wasting your time, Master Angel.”

      “You took that the wrong way,” Angel said, stopping her before she could stand. “This is strange, but it really shouldn’t effect your career as a Tinkerer at all. It’s just a mild annoyance, so I don’t see what the trouble is.”

      “What do you mean? If the problem is me, how am I going to ever make anything that works? I can’t test any of my designs!”

      Angel took an empty canister out. He filled it with magic and set it down on the table. “With these.”

      “A canister?” Alison asked, her frown fading. “How will this help? I can’t afford to buy fully filled canisters just for the purposes of testing my work. I’m not a noble, Master Angel. I can barely afford to live here as it is. Besides, I’d need a way to extract the magic inside the canisters without accidentally releasing it all at once.”

      “Filling canisters isn’t hard,” Angel scoffed. “It’s only expensive because a bunch of highbrow assholes are trying to restrict it so they can make money. Vanessa figured out how to do it in a few weeks at most. I can show you. And draining them slowly isn’t that hard either; you just need a specialized tool. You can buy one for a few Vex.”

      Alison’s mouth worked, but no words came out. “I – Master Angel–”

      “Just Angel,” he corrected, patting her awkwardly on the shoulder. This was getting a little too emotional for him. “I’ll think on why your magic isn’t working properly later. I need to finish some work up tonight. Do you have class tomorrow?”

      “Not until the evening.”

      “Then come back tomorrow morning, an hour after sunrise,” Angel said. “We’ll see what we can do then.”

      “Thank you, Mas – Angel,” Alison corrected herself, shuffling out of the room while repeatedly bowing. “I’ll be on time. I promise.”

      She pulled the door shut behind her, leaving Angel alone with Blue. He rubbed the bridge of his nose and picked the melted piece of scrap metal up. “Interesting indeed. But, unfortunately, not a priority right now.”

      He set the warped metal aside and got back to modifying his arm. He worked through the rest of the day putting runes onto the stabilizing system for his arm. As it turned out, Liquid Metal didn’t work particularly well on anything that wasn’t already part of his arm. He could make mild changes, but nowhere near the accuracy or detail that he wanted. When he finally grew too tired to continue working, he slumped over the desk. Within minutes, he was asleep.

      A ray of sunlight broke through his window the following day, warming the top of his head. Angel blinked awake, wiping away a small puddle of drool and yawning.

      “Good morning, Wonderful,” Blue said from above his shoulder. He flinched, nearly smacking the orb out of the sky.

      “I didn’t think you’d still be awake,” Angel said, letting out a relieved breath. “I thought someone was attacking me. Don’t you need to rest or something to maintain your energy?”

      “No.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s convenient. Did anything of interest happen last night?”

      “Three Bloodflies flew up to your window, but were unable to gain entrance,” Blue reported. “There was a knock on your door, but the offender did not repeat it when you failed to answer. In addition, I located one rat taking up residence within the vent.”

      “Wonderf – ah, damn it. That’s… interesting, I suppose. Did you find out who was knocking?”

      “No. I was not under orders to identify intruders.”

      “Fair enough.” Angel rose from his chair, stretching to get the kinks out of his back. He picked up the two metal supports on the table and scratched his chin with them. He claimed a Magitech cube the size of a toddler from the right side of the room and pulled it over to his desk.

      After scanning the tools on the wall, Angel took down one that resembled a hose with a pointed nozzle. He connected it to the tube, then slotted his canister into an opening in the cube’s side. It snapped shut with a small puff of steam.

      The cube rumbled to life, blue energy darting through glass tubes within it. It rattled on the floor, and a tiny pillar of smoke started to vent through one of the valves at its side.

      Angel set his arm down on the table, using Liquid Metal to create connection points near his forearm. He positioned one of the supports, then put the nozzle of the tube up to it. He pulled the trigger, and a concentrated beam of magic shot out, welding the metal to his arm.

      Once he finished, he repeated the process on the other side of his forearm using the other support. The cube sputtered out, and the opening at the back popped open just seconds after he finished.

      A quick mobility test showed that the legs could rise and lower on command. Now that they were attached, Angel used Liquid Metal to properly mesh everything together. He absorbed the seams and created resting places for the supports to slide into within the arm. Once he was done, it was impossible to tell that he’d even made any changes.

      Angel flipped the supports out, resting them on the table and aiming as if he were going to shoot the window. He was far from an expert on ranged weaponry, but it felt about right.

      “What do you think, Blue?”

      “It appears to function,” Blue said. “However, you have only considered one plane of movement. When you fire your empowered spells, there is still a chance for the kickback to injure you.”

      “I – huh. Didn’t think of that.” Angel grunted. “What if I start the steam vents early? I could try to offset some of the blast by doing the same thing in the opposite direction.”

      Blue hummed its assent, and he modified the runes on his back again. It took a little longer than just improving the vents, but luckily Alison had left him her mirror to work with.

      Someone knocked on the door. Angel made one last tweak before setting the mirror down. The sun was already rising in the sky, which meant that Alison had probably arrived.

      “I should have told her to come a bit later,” Angel muttered, but he headed over to let her in anyways.

      She was there, as he’d expected. What he hadn’t expected was to find Tilly standing beside her, looking completely and utterly disinterested. Her long blonde hair hung over her shoulders, and she wore normal civilian clothes instead of the Academy colors.

      “I’m here to observe on Magistrate Dalliah’s orders,” Tilly said.

      Alison gave him an apologetic glance. Angel rolled his eyes and stepped out of the doorway, waving for them to enter. Tilly pushed past Alison and strode up to his desk, casting a disinterested look over everything. She pulled a disk from her pocket and pressed a button in the center.

      It unfolded into a stool, and she sat down, piercing Angel with a gaze that dared him to challenge her. Just what he needed to deal with. Teenage angst.
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      “I didn’t realize you’d be doing it today,” Angel said. He pulled the chair out and gestured for Alison to sit down. “How much do you know about runework, Tilly?”

      “I’m at the top of my class,” she replied. “I know more than Alison.”

      “Good for you,” Angel said, his eyes narrowing. “Then I’m afraid you might be a bit bored today. I’m going over some rudimentary concepts today.”

      Alison flushed as she sat down at the table. Tilly turned her nose up, and Angel bit back an annoyed sigh. He handed Alison the filled canister he’d made the previous day.

      “Here. You’re going to draw another light rune and then use this to power it.”

      “Okay,” Alison said. She’d lost a lot of her eagerness to learn with Tilly staring over her shoulder, but she revealed a thin metal tube with a pointed end. “I went to a general store and bought the focus for the canister.”

      “Oh, well done. I was just going to make one myself, but that makes things faster. Go on, then.”

      Alison screwed the nozzle onto the canister and picked up Angel’s scribe, carving runes into a piece of scrap metal.

      Angel didn’t bother watching her this time. He was relatively confident the girl knew enough rune carving to make the basic pattern that he’d asked of her. This time, he was far more interested in Tilly.

      She had turned in her chair so that her back was to both Angel and Alison. Her gaze was firmly fixed on a cabinet.

      “Why are you here?” Angel asked, talking low to avoid bothering Alison.

      “It is required by my future employer.”

      “I see. Did she also ask you to act like a spoiled little brat?”

      Tilly spun to look at him, her features narrowing in rage. “What did you say? I’ll tell Magistrate–”

      “Hold on,” Angel said through a yawn. “I think there might have been a slight misunderstanding. Do you think I work for Dalliah?”

      “Of course you do,” Tilly said, crossing her arms. “She got you this workshop in exchange for entering her employ. When I graduate from the Academy, Dalliah is going to train me to take charge of all the Tinkerers in her house.”

      “That’s cute, but you’re sorely mistaken,” Angel said. “I don’t work for Dalliah. She must have some lofty goals for you, though. Unless she’s playing at something else, the only price I have to pay to use this workshop is letting you watch me work. That’s a lot of effort for a little brat. Can’t imagine why.”

      Tilly’s hands clenched at her sides, and her eyes narrowed. She was so bad at hiding her true emotions that Angel nearly laughed in her face.

      “If Magistrate Dalliah didn’t require me to be here, I’d leave and get out of your hair,” Tilly said, glowering at him.

      “Oh, that’s it?” Angel asked. “I’ll just tell her you were observing and you can go do… well, whatever it is you do. Win-win.”

      Tilly blinked. A small frown crossed her face, and she nodded at Alison. “What about her?”

      “None of your business.”

      “I checked the Academy archives,” Tilly said, switching the subject. “You aren’t listed as a licensed Tinkerer.”

      “That’s because I’m not one,” Angel said. “Now what do you think about that offer? I don’t have any desire to have you polluting the air with anger while I’m trying to work.”

      “I’m staying,” Tilly said. She crossed her arms and met his gaze. “I wouldn’t lie to Magistrate Dalliah, and the fact that you would shows a flaw in your character.”

      Angel rolled his eyes. Alison, who’d been working throughout their conversation, lifted the scribe from her piece of metal.

      “Ah, you’ve finished,” Angel said, walking up to stand beside her and ignoring Tilly completely.

      “Is it safe to use?” Alison asked. She did her best not to look in the other girl’s direction.

      Angel scanned over it, then gave her a nod. “As safe as the others. Remember, don’t give it all of the canister’s energy at once. Just a trickle.”

      She pressed the tip of the nozzle to the activation rune on the metal and put a tiny amount of force on a lever at the base of where it connected to the canister. A faint trickle of blue energy slipped out and entered the runes.

      The rune at the top turned a warm red. Alison’s eyes went wide, and she let go of the lever. The magic flow stopped, and the light went out.

      “I did it!” she exclaimed. “I can make runes. I’m not cursed!”

      “We already knew that,” Angel reminded her. “There’s something off with how you’re using magic, not your rune crafting.”

      “That’s good to know,” Alison said, but the excitement faded, and her face fell. “But this won’t help me long term. Any real Tinkerer needs to be able to test what they make.”

      “It’s a temporary fix.” Angel waved his hand dismissively. “Just use the canister for the purposes of class. I’ll refill it whenever it runs out. Once I take care of some other work, I’ll see if I can figure out exactly why your magic doesn’t work right.”

      Alison’s eyes watered up. “Thank you, Master Angel. I don’t deserve this.”

      “Angel,” he corrected. “As I suspect Tilly is about to point out, I’m no master. Just a wandering Seeker.”

      Tilly harrumphed and scooted her chair over to the window. He shook his head and took the scribe from Alison. He drew several unconnected runes on a plate and put it on the table.

      “Do you know what these runes do?”

      “I’m sorry,” Alison said, shaking her head. “I don’t.”

      “Learn them. Don’t link or connect them in any way. Just practice drawing them. Also, start putting more focus on your artistic skills. Your hands aren’t as steady as they should be. I expect you to be able to draw a perfectly straight line.”

      Alison nodded vigorously. “Yes, M – Angel. I’ll do that immediately. Would you like me to leave you and practice on my own?”

      “For today, yes. You can come back after dinner. I’ve got some work I need to do privately.”

      “What could you possibly have that’s important enough to hide?” Tilly scoffed.

      “Wouldn’t you like to find out.” Angel took Alison’s place at his desk and rocked back on the chair. “Shoo now. Go tell Vanessa how horrible I am or something. I’ve got work to do.”

      Tilly grabbed her chair, which turned back into a disk, and sneered at him as she left. Alison followed the other girl at a safe distance. Once both of them had gone, Angel hummed contemplatively.

      “Blue, what do you think the chances are that Tilly is a spy for Dalliah?”

      “You believe her standoffish behavior is to make you stop paying attention to her?” Blue asked.

      “It’s just a guess. I guess it’s possible that she’s just got an inflated ego, but I’d rather be safe,” Angel replied. “Dalliah knows what I’m wrapped up in, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she suspects I’ve made progress on returning Old World Magic. I don’t know what her true goals are anymore.”

      “Would you like me to observe her while she is present?”

      “Yes. Go ahead and do another scan of the room while you’re at it,” Angel suggested. “Then watch that vent again.”

      Blue chimed in affirmation and set about inspecting the room. Angel bit his tongue. Now that he was alone, there were all too many projects vying for his attention, and it was getting hard to focus.

      He mentally separated them, trying to rank each one by importance. There was the Key, the cube relic in his arm, the Star Fragment, Soul’s old core, and probably something else that he’d managed to forget.

      The Key was by far the most difficult problem. There were too many runes he didn’t understand, and more importantly, he was missing a good portion of the instructions to make it. That would come last, then.

      Lilian’s temporary heart had enough power to last her a little while longer, and he could always make another if he needed to. On top of that, once Lilian was fully repaired, Angel wasn’t confident she’d stay on his side.

      If that wasn’t enough, he couldn’t shake the feeling that Soul wouldn’t have just died without trying something. The man had been as spiteful as they came, and Angel didn’t trust anything on his body in the slightest.

      He pushed inspecting Soul’s core to the bottom of his priority list. That left the Star Fragment and the relic. Between the two, he’d already worked with a relic successfully, so it was probably the most logical next step. The Star Fragment could come afterwards.

      With his newfound order established, Angel rested his arm on the table and opened the hatch concealing the red cube. Faint runes flashed across its surface, fading in and out with every breath. The relic was more than just a power source, and Angel planned to draw every last secret free from it.
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      Hours slipped by, and the sun moved through the sky, its glow drawing a line across the room through the window. Angel remained at his desk, scribe in hand as he attempted to coax the red cube’s true function out from it.

      Whenever he saw a rune he didn’t recognize, he carved it into a piece of metal. He had to work fast, as the runes would only show themselves for a few seconds before fading away. By keeping a mental record of the runes, he was able to determine that they were actually looping in a pattern.

      As the afternoon started to set, Angel rocked back and looked up for the first time since he’d started. His eyes were dry and sore, and a small headache had built up at the back of his head.

      “I’m pretty sure I got every rune,” Angel muttered, looking at the carved metal scraps covering the desk before him. “But I’ve got absolutely no idea what this is supposed to be doing. Blue, I don’t suppose you’ve got any idea?”

      “I can query the System,” Blue offered.

      “Can you?” Angel asked, blinking. “Do that, then.”

      The orb dimmed. A red light flashed at its core. The system artifact started to vibrate, and an ominous hum rose within it.

      “Stop!” Angel yelled.

      “Query aborted. Error. Connection to System failed. Out of range.”

      “Aren’t you the System?” Angel asked, letting out a relieved sigh.

      “No. I can interface with it, but this unit is not the System,” Blue replied, sounding slightly distressed. “I was capable of briefly communicating with it in the catacomb, but cores have amplifiers that enable better access. I am not equipped with such amplifiers.”

      “So if you don’t have the System, how are you… you know, doing all the level stuff?”

      “An imprint of the System has been stored within every System artifact. It permits access to basic information, and the artifacts share information with each other to ensure accurate analysis.”

      Angel turned fully to face the orb. “You’re telling me we aren’t using the real System at all, then? Just a copy of it?”

      “This summary is largely accurate.”

      “But the real System is still out there,” Angel checked.

      “Correct.”

      “Do you know what type of amplifier you would need to access it better?”

      “I can query the System.”

      “Let’s not do that,” Angel decided, rubbing his forehead. “This is interesting. Wait, would the System be able to figure out what runes are missing on my Key diagram?”

      “There is a high chance that the System would be able to process such a request,” Blue confirmed. “It contains a database of every reported rune. It is updated yearly. I can query the System to find out when its last update was.”

      “We’ll hold off there as well,” Angel said, stopping Blue before it could try to connect to the System. “But it might be quite worthwhile to visit another core and try to get a connection to the System running.”

      “Not all cores are capable of full communication with the System,” Blue said. “The core I was utilized in did not have a good connection. I was only able to acquire data for five seconds. Any lengthy query posed to the System will require at least an hour.”

      “I see,” Angel said. He pushed his chair back and shook his legs out to try to get some feeling back into them. “Is the connectivity in the catacombs random?”

      “Stronger catacombs tend to have better connectivity, as they have more magical power to spare.”

      “A Great Catacomb, then,” Angel said, stroking his raggedy beard. “Now there’s a thought. Shelving that for now – I don’t need to go running off quite yet. We’ll see how much more progress I can make over here first.”

      Blue let out an affirmative ding. As Angel moved to sit back down, there was a knock on the door. He turned mid-step and walked over to pull it open. Lilian and Silver greeted him on the other side.

      “Having fun?” Silver asked.

      “I’m honored that the legendary Wind Snake would visit me,” Angel said with a dry laugh, waving for them to come in. “I’m afraid I’ve only got one chair, so you’ll have to stand.”

      “Not going to offer your chair to the lady?” Silver asked, taking his mask off and setting it on a counter.

      “Not when the lady is a six-hundred-year-old killing machine that can probably lift me with one hand,” Angel smirked. “What brings the two of you here?”

      “We just wanted to catch up with our good friend,” Silver exclaimed, putting a hand over his heart. “Your words cut me.”

      Angel cocked an eyebrow. Silver cleared his throat. “Okay, fine. I wanted you to make me a cool goodie. You made Lilian one! I should get one too.”

      “I didn’t make – oh, you mean the core?”

      Silver nodded, putting on his best pouting face. It didn’t fit in the slightest on his handsome features. He swapped it to puppy-dog eyes, which was arguably even worse.

      “Please never do that again.” Angel shuddered. “And I’ve got a lot on my plate right now, but I suppose I could get something built once I get the important work finished.”

      “That’s my man,” Silver said. “If my crews were all as helpful as you, I’d have conquered the Barren years ago.”

      “I’m sure,” Angel said. “Have you two found anything useful since getting here?”

      “They don’t have much information on the Reawakening, but everyone’s pretty worried about the Buried Gods,” Silver said, his cocky grin fading. “I’m pretty sure the Academy is trying to prepare the students for a war. The Tinkerers are getting pushed hard to learn how to make weapons, and they’re putting Seekers into Hunter classes.”

      “Dalliah seems to be backing a lot of these chances with her own wealth,” Lilian added. “She’s sponsored nearly a quarter of the new students in the Academy.”

      “Where’s she getting all that money?” Angel asked. “When we left Bronze City, she was at the cusp of a war with Brineview. I can’t imagine they just called it off.”

      “Oh,” Lilian said, rubbing the back of her neck. “That’s probably our fault. Was our fault, I suppose. His deal with the Reawakening was to provide supplies until Vanessa was captured. When she reached Molten Ridges, I suspect he called the deal off since she was no longer easily accessible.”

      “So he just gave up?” Angel asked.

      “I have no idea what he would have done,” Lilian replied. “But the Reawakening doesn’t leave their outside agents alive. Normally, I would have been sent to take care of him. Since I defected, I suspect Reave probably killed him in my place.”

      “I did see a message from Dalliah to Vanessa that said she’d come into an unexpected windfall worth as much as a city,” Silver muttered. “I didn’t think she meant that literally. Dalliah must have stepped in and put her agents in control of Brineview while they were recovering from the loss of their Magistrate.”

      “Doesn’t surprise me,” Angel said. “She’s a dangerous woman. It’s good that she’s on our side for the moment.”

      “It’s certainly convenient,” Silver agreed. “She pays well. But what about you? Any progress on the key thing?”

      “I’ve just been fixing my own weapons for the moment,” Angel said, shaking his head. “I’ve got a plan for the Key, though. It’ll just need some more work before we can act on it. At least a week or two.”

      “I guess we’ll just relax until then,” Silver said. “This is the easiest job I’ve ever done. I’m starting to get a bit bored. Luckily, Dalliah said I should help you out however possible. That means I can get paid and kill things. Isn’t that great?”

      “I’m sure it’s just wonderful,” Angel said. Blue lit up and turned towards him. He waved the artifact away with a groan. “Either way, I’ve got more I need to get accomplished today. I’ve promised to tutor some students tonight, and I need to make more progress before that time comes.”

      “Can you take a look at the core you made me when you get a chance?” Lilian asked. “I think it’s running out of energy.”

      “Already?” Angel asked. “How badly?”

      “There should be a few days left at the minimum.”

      “I’ll take a look tomorrow,” Angel said. “And I’ll also look into fixing Soul’s core for you. We just have to be careful – I don’t trust him at all. I need to make sure that he hasn’t somehow tampered with it.”

      “I understand,” Lilian said, inclining her head. “We’ll take our leave, then. See you tomorrow, Angel.”

      “Hey, wait. I haven’t told him what kind of cool item I want!” Silver complained. Lilian grabbed him by the back of his shirt and started to drag the former bandit out of the room. Silver could have resisted if he wanted to, but the man had a flair for the dramatic and instead let her pull him out the door.

      “A cool hat!” Silver called, catching himself on the edge of the doorway. He grabbed his mask from the shelf and put it on. “A big one.”

      Lilian yanked him again, and his face vanished. The door slammed shut behind him. Angel chuckled, turning back to his desk.

      “Now let’s find out just what these new runes of yours do,” Angel muttered, picking up one of the carved plates and studying it. There were a multitude of ways people could figure out what a new rune did. All of them took either time or extensive research. All but one.
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      Angel’s desk was on fire. It wasn’t a small one either – the flames were getting close to reaching the ceiling. Heat radiated off the warping metal, washing over him like he’d made a miniature sun within the confines of his workshop.

      “You should apply water to stop the burning,” Blue suggested from a safe distance.

      “I never would have guessed that,” Angel replied, crossing his arms as the fire slowly started to die down. Luckily, the entire workshop was metal, and there wasn’t much to actually burn.

      The flames sputtered and finally died out, leaving an utterly ruined piece of scrap metal on his rather scorched table. Angel approached it warily, then nudged it with a finger.

      “Generally, it is unwise to send power into runes that you don’t understand,” Blue chimed.

      “They’re completely foreign to me,” Angel said with a shrug. “There’s no way for me to figure out what they do other than this. Besides, with only a tiny spark of energy, the damage they can do is very minimal.”

      Blue floated over to the desk. One of the legs had malformed a little, and it was no longer stable. “Your desk now stands on three legs.”

      “I’ve always preferred odd numbers.”

      Angel flicked the piece of ruined scrap off his desk and into a pile of broken and ruined metal – the remains of the runes he’d already tested. He checked his chair before sitting down. “And now we know what that rune does.”

      “Explodes?”

      “No. It was functional for about a second before it went up in flames.” Angel clicked his tongue. “You weren’t paying attention. The rune was trying to absorb energy. Then, when it couldn’t find any, it ate itself and went boom.”

      “Drawing energy from the environment?” Blue asked. “A powerful rune if that is the case.”

      “I agree,” Angel said with a slow nod. “But why would it fail? If it didn’t work on its own, it shouldn’t have done anything at all. Instead, it tried to draw for a little and then went up.”

      “Perhaps there wasn’t sufficient magic in the area. Could the rune only be used within a catacomb core, perhaps?”

      “Sounds like a pretty useless rune,” Angel muttered. “But I agree about the lack of magic in the area. That’s the only thing that makes sense. Well, I suppose it’s also possible that there are some stabilizing runes that I didn’t include, but I don’t think we’ve seen anything that resembles a stabilizer.”

      “There are still fifty-two runes that you do not understand the function of,” Blue reminded him.

      “I know, I know.” Angel waved the artifact away. “You’re not wrong. This is just a gut feeling. That rune was working.”

      “Until it didn’t.”

      “Until it didn’t,” Angel agreed. He took another rune from a pile on the other side, mentally applauding himself for putting it at a safe distance. He was only trying to blow up one rune at a time, after all.

      Magic sparked at his fingertips, and he sent it into the plate before scampering off to hide behind a cabinet. Blue darted after him, and the two peeked out to watch the plate. It lit with faint white light, but nothing happened.

      A knock on the door nearly made Angel smack his floating artifact out of the sky. He cursed, casting one glance back at the still glowing scrap metal before checking who was bothering him.

      “It’s after dinner,” Alison said, shifting under his gaze. “I’m not interrupting you, am I?”

      A ball of fire roared up from the rune, washing over the ceiling. Hot air washed past them, ruffling Angel’s hair and heating the room several degrees.

      “Nah, you’re fine,” Angel replied, propping the door open and waving some smoke away. “I’m just doing some boring work.”

      He took the scorched metal from his desk and tossed it onto the junk pile. He picked up the pile of untested runes and dumped them into an empty box, which he then tucked into a cabinet.

      “Did you get any practice in on your rune carving?”

      “I worked all day today,” Alison said. “I’m not sure if I’ve really improved all that much, though.”

      “Let’s see it,” Angel said, handing her his scribe. She took it and sat down, making no comment about the table’s sudden transformation.

      She carved the runes into the metal as Angel watched. She’d certainly improved a little, although it wasn’t anything to write home about. When she finished, Alison touched it with the canister Angel had made, sending a small pump of energy in and lighting it up.

      “Well done,” Angel said. He took the canister from her and emptied out the remaining energy. After refilling it, he handed it back to her. “Aside from your problem with powering runes, was there really that much of a problem in your classes? I’ve got no context of where you’re expected to be by now.”

      “I haven’t learned a lot of the advanced runes because the professors don’t trust me with them,” Alison said, crestfallen. “But now that I can do this, I’m sure they’ll show me!”

      “What runes would these be?”

      “The one the class is working on right now is a fire rune,” Alison replied.

      “That’s hardly advanced,” Angel said with a chuckle. He took his scribe back and flipped her piece of scrap metal over, drawing the rune with several quick strokes. “This one?”

      “It looks a bit different from the one we normally use,” Alison said, examining it with a frown. “But I think that’s about right.”

      “Perfect. Practice this, then.”

      “That’s it?” Alison’s eyes widened. “But what about the protective runes around it? Or all the equipment to protect the lab in case I make a mistake?”

      “Don’t power it until I take a look,” Angel said. “And does it really look like I’ve been doing that great a job protecting the lab?”

      Alison cleared her throat, flushing slightly. She examined the rune for several minutes, then started copying it.

      “Master Angel, if you don’t mind, how do you know if a rune will work just by looking at it?” Alison asked as she carved.

      “Just Angel,” he corrected. “And what do you mean? You can tell just by looking at it. If there are gaps in the line or if something is too thick or too thin, it’ll fail. Really, any major imperfection will cause it to fail.”

      “Right, but what about small ones? Runes can be really precise sometimes. How can you recognize when a line is just a little too large or small?”

      “Practice, I suppose,” Angel said, scratching his head. “Why do you ask? Surely your professors can do the same.”

      “They can’t. That’s why they wouldn’t let me practice with the class. Since I can’t test anything without blowing it up, it’s too dangerous to let anyone else work with them. Every time a rune fails, the lab can get damaged, so they want to minimize the repair costs.”

      “Well, that’s just stupid. Blowing things up is a natural part of Tinkering,” Angel said. “But any decent Tinkerer should be able to recognize if a rune they know is going to blow up.”

      Alison shrugged. “They don’t. It’s apparently too difficult to tell for the small mistakes. Do you use an artifact or something for it?”

      “No. It’s just practice. My master had me draw every rune I know until I could recognize even the smallest errors. I guess that was effective.”

      Alison finished her sketch and leaned back, a small frown on her face. She grabbed another piece of metal and started carving the rune again. “How long did that take?”

      “Probably around ten thousand tries for each rune or until he was satisfied. I ended up losing count for most of them, really.”

      Alison stopped carving. “For each rune?”

      “Yeah. How else do you expect to master them?” Angel asked. “Haven’t your professors done the same?”

      “I highly doubt they’ve drawn every single rune that many times. Most of their actual carving is done by the people that work for them or Magitech,” Alison said. “They just come up with the theory for it.”

      “Huh,” Angel said. “That’s simultaneously smart and stupid. I guess it makes sense for someone that can always work in a lab setting, but I’d hate to be unable to trust my own work.”

      Alison nodded. She put the finishing touches on the rune and glanced up at Angel.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “I wouldn’t power it, though. The top is too wiggly. Try again.”

      It was late at night when they finally stopped working. The sun had long since set, and Angel could see Alison’s hand trembling from overuse as she finished another attempt. He plucked the scribe from her grip before she could start again.

      “That’s enough for today,” he said. “Overworking yourself isn’t going to get you anywhere. Give your body time to get up to speed with your mind. And get some sleep – being exhausted won’t let you improve.”

      Alison opened her mouth to protest, but a yawn escaped it instead. She blushed, then nodded wearily. “I didn’t realize it was so late, Ma, uh, Angel. I’m really sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” Angel said with a dismissive wave. “I’m somewhat surprised Tilly didn’t show up, though.”

      “Vanessa had to do something with her.”

      “Fair enough. Can you get back to your room safely?”

      “Yeah. It’s not very far, and the Academy is safe. When should I come back next?”

      “Tomorrow after lunch would be okay,” Angel said.

      “Thank you again. I’ll see you then,” Alison said, bowing her head. “Tilly will probably come with me. I’ll ask her to be more polite next time.”

      She darted out the door. Angel glanced back at his table, tempted to get to work again, but decided to follow his own advice. He realized that he hadn’t actually found out where his normal rooms were, so he unrolled his blanket and lay down. Blue hovered by the vent above him, dutifully watching it as he drifted off to sleep.
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      When he awoke the next morning, Angel went straight back to working on the relic. He managed to get through the rest of the unknown runes and got a rough understanding of what they all did.

      He sat on his scorched chair and rested his chin in his hand. “I don’t get it. I know what everything does, but I don’t see how they go together,” Angel complained.

      “Perhaps you need to change things up,” Blue suggested. “You have other projects that could be worked on. Speaking of which, I believe she is coming now.”

      “How can you–”

      Someone knocked on the door. When he opened it, Lilian greeted him with a curt nod.

      “Am I too early?”

      “No, I’m at a break point,” Angel said, walking back over to his desk. She followed in behind him. “Blue, how did you know she was coming?”

      “Her footstep pattern is unique. I was relatively confident that it was her based on your previous interactions,” Blue replied.

      “Didn’t realize you had such good hearing. I’d love to take a look at what runes are permitting that.”

      Blue’s lights flickered, and the orb floated to the other side of the room. “Please don’t disassemble me.”

      Angel grunted. “Lilian, any changes with the core?”

      “Nothing significant,” Lilian replied. “But it’s still losing power.”

      “Let’s have a look, then,” Angel said. He grabbed his blanket from the floor and brushed the soot off his desk, laying the blanket on top and patting it. “Just like a bed.”

      Lilian gave it a disdainful glare. “Did you always work alone before you met Vanessa?”

      “Yep.”

      “I figured,” Lilian said, climbing onto the table. It rocked precariously as she put pressure on the warped leg, but Angel caught it before the sudden motion tipped her off. Once she was situated, Angel pulled her shirt back and popped the hatch on her side open.

      The orb still floated in her chest between the triangular prongs, faint blue light emitting from within it. He double-checked all the runes on it and the surrounding area. While the work on her original Magitech was fine, some of the core’s runes had warped. They weren’t damaged too badly, but it was more damage than he’d expected for the time she’d been using it.

      “That’s weird,” Angel said. “Have you been doing anything that might have damaged my core?”

      “No,” Lilian replied. “Why? Is something wrong?”

      “It’s a bit off,” Angel said, chewing his lower lip. “The runes look like too much power has been running through them. It’s not going to blow up or anything, but it does mean that this’ll fail before I expected it to.”

      “That doesn’t sound good. Is Soul’s core functional?”

      “Ah. I haven’t gotten a chance to check it yet,” Angel admitted. “I’m sorry. I can take a look at it today.”

      “So I should just walk around with a melting core inside me?” Lilian asked, sitting up. Angel pushed her back down.

      “Of course not. I can make another one. The last ran for a few weeks, so this one will as well. I’ve got more than enough materials to work with, so this won’t take me long.”

      Angel went to the cabinets, pulling several components and making his way back over to the table. He tossed them down on the blanket next to Lilian and got to work. Liquid Metal helped him roughly shape the components, and he used his scribe for everything else.

      “I don’t suppose you’ve got a plan for how to deal with the Reawakening yet?” Lilian asked, watching him work out of the corner of her eye.

      “You mean with the Key? I’ve got a semblance of something. The funny thing is, if they really don’t have anyone talented with runes, there’s no possible way they could have used the information we found on the walls. It’s almost impossible to rebuild, even for me.”

      “Trial and error are effective when you’ve got enough bodies to throw at it,” Lilian said. “They’d have figured something out.”

      Angel put the finishing touches on his new core. He fished the old one out of Lilian, then replaced it. She let out a relieved sigh and sat up. “Thank you.”

      “No problem,” Angel replied, inspecting the old core with a frown. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to fiddle around a little more in there. Something was messing with my runes, and I want to know what.”

      “You know, most people wouldn’t be very happy to hear that you want to poke around inside them,” Lilian observed. “Please don’t break anything.”

      Angel stared at her. Lilian sighed and lay back down. “Keep it short, please. I’ve got things I want to do today.”

      He ignored her, peering inside the hatch. Most of the runes were no longer of any particular interest to him since he’d already figured out what they did. There were only two components left that he hadn’t gotten around to deciphering.

      Both were located at the back of the compartment. One was a circular valve, and the other was a cube nestled in the corner. Angel started with the valve. With a few suggestions from Blue, he was able to determine that it was meant to connect with something external.

      Without taking her apart, Angel had no way to determine exactly what that thing was. He suspected that Lilian would object to that, so he turned his attention to the box. To his surprise, it didn’t seem to serve any purpose in relation to the rest of the Magitech.

      The complex rune patterns on the box were all there to protect it from all sorts of interference. Some made the metal more physically resistant, while other patterns seemed to imply they were meant to stop magic.

      “What’s the point of covering a box of metal with anti-magic runes?” Angel asked rhetorically. “And for that matter, do anti-magic runes even exist? That seems like an oxymoron.”

      “They do,” Blue confirmed. “Some of the artifacts you requested I scan contained them.”

      “What’s the point of putting that on a thick metal box, though? It should already block magic.”

      “Perhaps they were made to avoid more powerful magic that specifically seeks to gain information?” Blue suggested. “Such as the System.”

      “Well, now I’m curious,” Angel said. He was tempted to just use Liquid Metal to pull the box open, but he stopped himself. “Lilian, you know how you said you didn’t want me breaking anything?”

      “What did you do?” Lilian asked, resigned. “And am I going to die in the next few hours?”

      “Nothing yet,” Angel replied defensively. “I was going to ask if I could break something. I promise I’ll fix it.”

      “Why would I ever agree to that?”

      “Well, you’ve got a little box hiding something in you,” Angel replied. “I want to see what it is.”

      “Hiding something? What?”

      “If I knew that, there wouldn’t be much point to this conversation.”

      Lilian grunted. “Right. Dumb question.”

      “So? Can I open it? I’ll put it back together, mom. I promise.”

      She rubbed the bridge of her nose. “I’m probably just as insane as you are, but now I’m curious too. I’ve got no clue how my Magitech works, but I didn’t realize I was lugging around some treasure. Are you sure you won’t accidentally blow me up?”

      “Mostly.”

      “That’s reassuring,” Lilian grumbled. “Fine. Just be careful.”

      Angel rubbed his hands together. He gave his arm a stern look. “I see one purple spark and you aren’t going to eat for the next month. Understood?”

      It didn’t respond. He took that for agreement and reached in. A needle extended from his fingertip, giving him the extra reach to just barely reach the back of the compartment. Angel scratched out one of the runes, then used Liquid Metal to peel part of the box back.

      “Buried Gods,” Angel muttered. “That explains a lot.”

      “What?” Lilian asked. “What is it?”

      Stored safely within the box in her chest was a tiny yellow gem exactly the size and shape of the Star Fragment he’d found all those weeks ago in a catacomb.

      “I think I found out where you and the rest of the Reawakening got your magic.”
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      “Stop being mysterious and tell me already!” Lilian snapped.

      “You’ve got a Star Fragment.” He sealed the box, repairing the runes on it. “That explains a lot, actually. It’s how you’ve got that flesh-changing ability, and the box stopped the System itself from scanning you.”

      “I do?” Lilian asked, sitting up after Angel closed the hatch. “I suppose that does make a certain amount of sense. Soul must have put them into all of us when he added in the rest of the Magitech. He told us that he’d used some form of Old World Magic to ingrain the spells into us.”

      Angel grunted. “But why is it just sitting there? My Star Fragment got absorbed. For some reason, yours is just loose, yet you’re still drawing magic from it.”

      They both came to the same conclusion at the same time.

      “He was using us as storage,” Lilian muttered. “Was he planning to take the Star Fragments back at some point? The deeper you look, the less I feel like I actually knew Soul.”

      “It goes without saying that you should keep this under wraps,” Angel said, rocking back on his chair. “Soul was playing at something. Even if he’s dead, I suspect we’re still caught in his game. Do the other Reawakening members know about this?”

      Lilian shook her head. “I didn’t start distancing myself in field missions for the first few hundred years. We’re all on the same page as far as I know.”

      “That’s good. Information is power.”

      Lilian slipped off the table. Angel folded his blanket up and tossed it into a corner.

      “I’m going to look into Soul’s core,” he decided. “There’s still some time before my students show up. Meanwhile, do you think you can figure out if I’ve got a room somewhere? The floor is getting a bit uncomfortable.”

      “You still haven’t found that out?” Lilian asked, hiding a laugh. “I’ll find Vanessa and see if there’s a bed for you somewhere.”

      She bid him farewell and headed out of the workshop. As soon as she was gone, Angel set Soul’s core on the table. The tiny red crystal on it blinked at him innocently. He growled and started scanning over the runes.

      It was, without a doubt, a relic. Every fault in Angel’s temporary core had been solved in Soul’s. Runes weaved in and out of each other, making it look more like a piece of art than a tool.

      His experience working with the other two relics lent itself well. Since Angel already knew the core’s purpose, he was able to confirm its purpose with just a little help from Blue. The core was almost exactly what it should have been.

      The only part on it that stood out was the tiny red crystal. Not a single rune on the orb connected to it, meaning the crystal was a separate entity. There were miniscule scratches within it, but they were so small and warped that he couldn’t tell if they were runes or just damage.

      “I almost wish I found a self-destruct pattern or something,” Angel complained. “There’s no way that slimy bastard didn’t leave a parting gift.”

      “Disassembly would allow a more proper inspection,” Blue pointed out.

      “I can’t do that.” Angel rubbed his forehead. “If I broke it, Lilian would be in the hole. I can’t keep making her temporary cores forever.”

      “Then you must deal with the consequences as they come.”

      “When did you become a philosopher?” Angel asked.

      Blue bobbed in what he suspected to be the artifact’s version of a shrug. It was getting more and more humanlike by the day.

      Angel spent a few more minutes prodding at the orb, then gave up and put it away. It was almost time for lunch. He brushed himself off and strode out of the workshop.

      Alison and Tilly were sitting on opposite sides of the hall.

      “How long have you been here?” Angel asked. “And Blue, why didn’t you let me know?”

      “They were not standing outside your door,” Blue replied. “And you were busy.”

      “Not that long,” Alison said, but the way she stretched her legs told Angel that she’d been sitting there for a while. Her stomach rumbled, and she blushed.

      “I just got here.” Tilly stood and crossed her arms. “Do you make it a point to make your apprentices wait for you?”

      “You aren’t my apprentice,” Angel said flatly. “But yes, I do enjoy tormenting children. It’s the highlight of my day. You’re welcome to come along if you’d like, though.”

      He headed down the hall, and the two girls hurried to keep up.

      “Where are we going?” Tilly asked. “You’re supposed to be teaching us!”

      “I’m getting lunch.”

      “I’ve already eaten,” Tilly said.

      “Then you’re welcome to watch.”

      They left the building, and Angel traced his steps towards the mess hall. Halfway there, he reconsidered and changed his path towards the gates that he’d initially dropped Vanessa off at.

      “Angel!” Silver’s voice called. He paused, turning towards the direction it had come from. Silver sauntered out from a pathway between two buildings.

      “I was getting lunch,” Angel said. “Don’t you have to be guarding Vanessa or something?”

      “That’s mostly when she goes outside the Academy. I’m just wandering around right now,” Silver said. His gaze shifted down to the two girls, and he tilted his head. “Like them young, do you?”

      “They’re here to watch my runework,” Angel said, nonplussed.

      “Ah,” Silver said. He shook his head sadly. “I should have known you’d be too boring for that. Not that I can complain, I’m looking forward to my cool hat. Where’s lunch going to be at?”

      “I hadn’t decided yet,” Angel replied. “I take it you’re inviting yourself?”

      “If I wasn’t wearing this mask, you’d see my charming smile,” Silver said, giving him a tiny bow. “I know just the place. Follow me.”

      Angel didn’t bother arguing. Silver had been in Molten Ridges for a while longer than he had, so the former bandit probably had a good idea of what restaurants were good. The small party left the Academy grounds and worked their way through the streets of the city.

      After a few minutes of walking, Silver stopped them before a large three-story building. It was plain aside from a carving of a cauldron in the black stone above the doorway.

      “The Smoking Cauldron?” Tilly asked, staring at Silver with undisguised shock. “You need a reservation to eat here.”

      Silver snorted, entering the restaurant and walking up to the bar counter. “Table for four, please,” he told the large bartender.

      “Of course,” the man replied. “Second floor, fourth door on the left.”

      Tilly gaped as Silver waved and headed towards a stairwell beside the counter. Alison’s head turned on a swivel as they followed him deeper, and Angel couldn’t blame her. While the room wasn’t the fanciest one he’d ever seen, it was in the running.

      The metal tables were shaped as if they were trees with flattened tops. At the center of the room was a huge black cauldron that had probably been the restaurant’s namesake. People in fine clothes sat around the tables, talking in hushed tones.

      They followed Silver up to the second floor. It was much plainer than the first had been, but the décor had been exchanged for privacy. Instead of an open room, there were a dozen smaller rooms blocked off by doors.

      Silver took them inside their assigned room, where a circular table already had silverware and fine plates resting on it. He claimed a cushioned chair and indicated that they should do the same.

      “How did you get a room like this?” Tilly asked, taking the chair to Silver’s left.

      “Threatened the owner,” Silver replied, not missing a beat. “So, you teach these two anything useful yet, Angel?”

      “No,” Angel replied. He cracked his neck and chuckled. “You’re not going to get them to make you something, so give it up. Can’t you just ask Dalliah for it instead?”

      “I could buy it with my own coin if I really wanted to,” Silver said, shaking his head. “But that defeats the purpose. I want stuff for free.”

      A waiter entered the room. He swept in, depositing a large plate of bread and butter on the table before vanishing back out the door.

      Silver snagged a roll. He paused, glancing at Tilly. “These two work for Dalliah, right?”

      “Alison doesn’t,” Angel said. “But does Dalliah even know?”

      “She found out,” Silver replied with a shrug. “Or rather, I told her. Turns out, infamy helps me get paid quite a bit more. I might have underplayed my exact role with the whole Vanessa situation, though.”

      “Of course you did,” Angel said.

      “Either way,” Silver said. “I’m sure Alison knows how to keep her mouth shut when she needs to.”

      Alison swallowed and nodded quickly. Silver removed the mask and set it to the side with a sigh. “That’s better. I hate this thing, you know? Hiding my face should be a crime.”

      “You’re a narcissist.” Angel laughed. He took a roll for himself. “And I know you well enough to know that you wouldn’t treat me to lunch if you didn’t want something.”

      “Who says I’m treating you?”

      Angel cocked an eyebrow.

      “Right, fine.” Silver smirked. “You got me. There’s a city-sponsored competition coming up soon. It’s for Tinkerers, and I want the reward.”

      “What is it?” Angel asked.

      “A bracelet,” Silver said. “One that has emotional value to me.”

      “You care about things that aren’t money?”

      “On very rare occasions.” Silver took a bite from his roll and spread his arms. “You can have the money. It’s fifty Vei, so not a small number. I just want the bracelet.”

      Angel rubbed his chin. He didn’t have much need for more money right now, and there was still so much he had to do with his own projects. As he made up his mind to refuse, a thought struck him, and a slow smile crossed his face.

      “I think we can make something happen, but with one small caveat. I’m not going to be competing in this.” Angel nodded to the girls. “They are.”
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      “What?” Tilly and Alison asked in unison.

      “This isn’t just a student-level competition,” Silver said, leaning back and crossing his arms behind his head. “I don’t think munchkins are going to have much of a chance against experienced Tinkerers.”

      “Not to mention I don’t work for you.” Tiffany glared at Angel.

      Silver grabbed a bread roll and tossed it to her. “Eat.”

      Tilly paled and hurried to follow his instructions. Silver gave Angel a wide grin. “Your silence tells me you think they can actually win.”

      “I don’t have a very high opinion of the Tinkerers teaching at the Academy right now,” Angel said. “I suppose I’d have to check one of their classes to be sure, but they seem to be out of touch with rune carving. If that’s the level of competition we’re up against, I can get at least one of these two up to speed. How long do we have?”

      “Five days,” Silver replied, splaying his fingers out as if he were examining his nails. For all Angel knew, he might have been.

      “Do you know what they’re expected to do?”

      “Make some sort of device. They won’t release what it is until the competition begins, but it’s something that should only take a few hours.”

      “That limits it quite a bit. I was going to teach Alison anyways, so that works for me,” Angel decided. “But it depends on if she’s willing to do it. I might have been a little hasty – if she’s not willing, I’m not going to force her. Tilly doesn’t get a choice. Until Dalliah rescues her, she’ll either be doing what I say or nothing at all.”

      Tilly glared at him, with a mouthful of bread, but Angel had her in a corner, and she knew it.

      Silver clapped Alison on the shoulder and gave her a dangerous smile. “I’m sure she’s on board. Right, girl?”

      “If Angel is sure,” she muttered, twiddling her thumbs. “I’ll try, at least. It can’t be worse than my classes.”

      “Don’t threaten her to get what you want,” Angel said, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “You have a startling lack of manners.”

      “Bah, it’s not like she’ll be in danger. This is just a way for her to strive for greatness. I’ve been talking to Lilian. Your own master did far worse.”

      “I’m not my master.”

      “Never said you were,” Silver replied, raising his hands. “Don’t worry. Even if some trouble rises from this, I can handle it before… Alison, was it? Before Alison gets involved.”

      “It’s okay,” Alison said, giving Angel a shaky grin. “Master Wind Snake is right. If you’ll teach me more, then I’ll do anything. Losing horribly at a tournament is a tiny price to pay.”

      “The first thing we need to fix is your attitude,” Angel said with a defeated groan. “But if I’m doing this, you’re getting roped in as well.”

      “Me? How so?” Silver asked. “I know nothing about Tinkering, and I couldn’t possibly waste precious hours of my day learning.”

      “Vanessa said she’s gotten more into the Hunting side of things,” Angel mused. “That means you’ve been at least half decent at teaching her how to defend herself. You’re going to do the same for these two. Particularly Alison.”

      “Hmm,” Silver said, leaning in close and peering at Alison. “Because this one’s getting bullied? I could just kill the kids, you know. That would be easier for all of us.”

      Alison’s eyes widened.

      “He’s joking.” Angel sent Silver a sharp look.

      “Right,” Silver agreed, pulling a ring off and examining it with a bored yawn. “Definitely.”

      “You’ll train them,” Angel repeated. “They’re both welcome to leave if they want to, though. Just set time aside every day and go until they ask to stop. If one doesn’t show up, it’s on them. Deal?”

      “You drive a hard bargain,” Silver said. “Just for everyone other than yourself. Really, you’re making me feel like a selfish miser. Fine, I accept. I’ll train the kiddies so long as they can handle my methods.”

      “Good. I won’t force either of you to work with Wind Snake,” Angel said, suppressing a snicker at the name, “but I do highly recommend it.”

      Tilly turned her nose up, but he could see interest in her eyes. Alison nodded nervously.

      The waiter pushed the door open and swept in with a plate piled high with food. He set it on the table and vanished once more.

      “This is why I love this place so much,” Silver said. “I couldn’t ask for better service. I don’t think I’ve ever learned the name of a waiter, and I don’t plan on it. Eat, everyone. I’m not going to get a refund if something is left unfinished.”

      Not a single person at the table was foolish enough to refuse that offer. They devoured the food, polishing off every last morsel over the next hour. It was a sizable amount, but Alison and Tilly both proved to be able to eat far over their weight class.

      Once they’d finally finished, they headed out of the Smoking Cauldron. Silver slipped the waiter several coins as they passed him in the stairwell. Angel and the girls returned to his workshop while Silver split off, claiming he had business to take care of in the city.

      “Let’s see your progress with the flame rune,” Angel said, sitting Alison down in his chair and handing her a scribe.

      She gathered her concentration and put the tool to metal, carving. Tilly, who’d deployed her portable chair and had been ignoring them once more, peeked at the other student’s work. A flicker of surprise washed over her features.

      Alison leaned back and handed Angel the finished rune to inspect once she’d finished. His eye twitched. It wasn’t perfect, but the rune didn’t look like it had been drawn by the same hand that he’d seen yesterday. Alison’s rate of improvement was incredible.

      “This will work,” Angel said. “Well done, Alison. What do you think, Tilly? I saw you looking.”

      The short girl pressed her lips together. “It’s fine, I guess. Bottom half of the class, if I had to guess.”

      “But not the worst,” Angel confirmed.

      Tilly returned to glaring at him.

      “I want you to keep practicing this,” Angel said. “Draw as many times as you can every day. Each time, figure out what you can improve from the last one and focus on that.”

      “Okay,” Alison agreed, beaming at the backhanded compliment that Tilly had given her. “Should I start now?”

      “No.” Angel grabbed another piece of metal and drew ten runes on it. “You’re going to learn these instead.”

      “All of them?” Alison asked, taken aback. “In a day?”

      “It’s just lines, Alison,” Angel said. He carved a few words of explanation under each of the runes. “The difficult part is knowing how to string them together and what they do. Don’t connect anything yet. Just practice them. I expect you to be able to do these by tomorrow.”

      Alison’s hands tightened at her sides. She set her features and gave him a confident nod. “Right. I’ll do that.”

      “What about me?” Tilly asked.

      “Oh? You’re willing to learn under me now?”

      Tilly fixed him with a flat stare. Angel chuckled and gestured at the scrap metal in Alison’s hands. “You can show up at her room and ask to use that.”

      Tilly’s lip curled. “Why can’t we do it at my room?”

      “Ask Alison, not me,” Angel replied. “It’s hers, though. She gets the final say.”

      Alison glanced from Angel to Tilly. Then she cleared her throat. “That means he wants us to go.”

      She rose to her feet and gave Angel a bow before scurrying out the door. Tilly’s artifact chair folded itself up, and with a final frown, she darted after Alison. Angel reclaimed his chair with a grunt.

      “Blue, do you have a stealth mode or something?”

      “If you are referring to a mode of operation where I do not emit light, then the answer is no,” Blue replied. “It is integral for my movement and function.”

      “Bummer,” Angel said. He glanced at the box of relic runes he had in the corner of his shelf, but his mind was foggy from all the work he’d done over the past few days. He let his head fall back and let out an annoyed grumble. “Say… do you know how to play dice?”

      “I have not had the opportunity to learn such a thing.”

      A wicked grin crossed Angel’s lips. “Would you like to?”
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      The rest of the day was spent teaching and then playing dubious gambling games with Blue. The artifact picked them up pretty quickly, and it didn’t take long before Angel found himself entirely outclassed. His human brain couldn’t do much to compete with Blue’s perfect memory and processing power.

      Lilian showed up late that night to take him to his room – which ended up being the door directly beside his workshop. She tossed him the key, shaking her head and muttering something under her breath, before heading back to her own room.

      The next two days were spent entirely in training and research. Angel spent many hours trying to figure out if Soul had done anything to his core, but was unable to discover even the smallest hint of danger. He eventually returned his focus to the cubical relic, determined to make progress before their time at Molten Ridges ran out.

      Whenever Tilly and Alison showed up, he trained both girls to the best of his ability. Tilly started actually listening and paying attention, and Alison was making leaps and bounds in her ability. The bags forming under the girl’s eyes told him exactly the price she was paying for the rate of improvement, but he said nothing. Angel tried having Alison use her own magic to power runes a few times, but each resulted in an explosion.

      On the night of the second day, while Angel was instructing the girls on methods to link runes together safely, there was a knock on his door. He opened it to reveal Lilian.

      “You need to look at my chest,” Lilian said, her tone somber.

      A piece of metal clattered to the floor behind him. Angel burst into laughter and shifted so that Lilian could see his students behind him. They’d both turned bright red. Alison ducked under the table, scrambling to find the part she’d dropped.

      “You didn’t tell me they were here.” Lilian flushed and swore under her breath. “This is a misunderstanding; he’s…”

      She trailed off. Angel laughed even harder. Lilian couldn’t explain the situation without giving away that she was half Magitech.

      “Clear this up,” Lilian said, prodding Angel in the chest with a finger. “Please?”

      “We’ll give you some privacy,” Alison stammered, packing her work up into a small bag. “I’m sorry for interrupting you.”

      “Lilian’s right,” Angel said, waving a hand. “This is an amusing misunderstanding. Lilian isn’t my type.”

      “What is?” Tilly asked, eyeing the two carefully.

      “Magitech,” Angel replied. “However, I’m going to have to ask for some privacy. Come back tomorrow. I expect you to both have a functional project when you get back, okay?”

      Both girls gave him a firm nod and darted out of the room. Lilian groaned and rubbed her forehead. “I’m going to think about this in the middle of the night when I’m trying to go to sleep, I can just feel it.”

      “You’ll live.” Angel sat down in his chair and interlaced his fingers. “So, what’s wrong with your chest?”

      “I think your core is breaking down again,” Lilian said, sitting down on the edge of the table.

      “That’s impossible. It’s only a few days old,” Angel said. He impatiently pulled her shirt back and flicked the hatch in her side open. His eyepiece lowered, and he peered at the core in her.

      A curse slipped from his mouth. It was warped. Badly, too. The core was damaged worse than the first one he’d made, and this one had been in her for much less time.

      “What’s going on with it?” Lilian asked. “Is my body rejecting your work?”

      “Son of a bitch,” Angel cursed as realization washed over him. “Soul always trapped his work, and you’re no exception. It’s not that my cores are bad – the Magitech inside you is actively destroying anything that Soul didn’t make.”

      “I’m done, then?” Lilian’s hands clenched.

      Angel bit his lip hard. Copper trickled into his mouth like the bitter taste of defeat. “He won this one, I’m afraid. I’m sorry, Lilian.”

      He pulled Soul’s core from his bag. “I’ve been trying as hard as I could, but I couldn’t find the problem with this.”

      “It’s safe, then!” Lilian said, latching onto his words.

      “No. It’s almost certainly trapped,” Angel said, shaking his head. “I just don’t know how. If you’re playing another con on me and are still part of the Reawakening, well played. I don’t have the heart to let you die on me, though.”

      He lowered Soul’s core into Lilian’s chest. It snapped into place between the prongs, and dark energy traced lines across the orb. As soon as he pulled his hand out, the hatch snapped shut, and a shudder ripped through Lilian.

      “Well?” Angel asked.

      Lilian stared at the ceiling, unblinking, for several seconds. Her fingers twitched, and she bolted upright, nearly headbutting Angel in the process.

      “I feel whole again,” Lilian muttered. “It worked!”

      “For now,” Angel said. “Be careful. If anything feels weird, let me know immediately.”

      “I will,” Lilian promised. She slipped back to the floor. After a quick pause, she leaned in and gave Angel a short hug. “Thank you for believing in me. I’m on your side this time, I swear. I won’t betray you again.”

      Angel grunted. Lilian left the workshop, leaving him alone with his thoughts and Blue.

      “I don’t suppose you can tell if people are lying?” Angel asked Blue.

      “Such a function is outside of my capabilities,” Blue said. “I could tell you that she spoke the truth if that would make you feel better, though.”

      “I’ll think about it,” Angel said, a tiny grin playing across his face. “Right, bring up all the information we’ve currently got about my relic. I’m going to ignore Lilian’s core until that particular problem goes away.”

      “Yes, Wonderful,” Blue said with a cheerful buzz.

      Hours passed, and the sun set beneath the skyline. Aided by Blue, Angel pored over the runes, meticulously trying every pattern he could think of to figure out how they were connected. Since there were no actual lines in the cube, it was pure guesswork.

      “This combination is meant to issue a command, right?” Angel mused, organizing several dozen metal plates on the table.

      “Correct,” Blue confirmed.

      “Could be this, but I don’t know what it’s commanding. How many rune combinations for physical things do we have left?” Angel asked, scratching his head furiously.

      “None.” Blue bobbed at his shoulder. “Judging by previously seen patterns and the likelihood of forming a functioning device with the remaining runes, the only possible rune that remains to finish this pattern is magic.”

      “Magic? That’s a linking rune.” Angel shook his head. “That makes no sense. It’s too open ended.”

      “Perhaps that is why this is a relic?” Blue offered.

      Angel frowned. He took the appropriate rune from his pile and set it in place. He scanned over the remaining pieces of metal. He knew all of them well – they were linking and stability runes to ensure a piece of Magitech worked properly. There were a good number of ways they could be put together that would change their function. So long as the pattern before him was correct, it didn’t matter what the other runes did.

      “A relic that commands magic?” Angel mused. “I have no idea what that would actually do. Maybe it’s meant to cast Old World Magic somehow?”

      “But there’s no spell being cast,” Blue pointed out. “It simply controls magic.”

      “Meaning I might need to cast a spell on it. Granted, that might blow it up. I’m not exactly sure how resilient this thing is,” Angel muttered. “But still, this is something. It’s time for the next stage of the research.”

      “Careful analysis of the other options to see if we’ve made a mistake?”

      “No,” Angel replied, popping open a hatch in his arm to reveal the glowing red cube. “Applied testing.”
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      Angel’s desk was on fire again. He stood a safe distance away from it, Blue bobbing by his shoulder.

      “I see,” Blue said. “You are attempting to figure out all the functions that the relic is not capable of doing.”

      “Yeah. That’s it.” Angel nodded sagely.

      “That was number two hundred and forty-eight,” Blue added. “It might be more efficient to attempt to discern the relic’s actual capabilities instead of finding out what it cannot do. This method seems like it will take a long time.”

      “Who died and made you a philosopher?” Angel asked, throwing a rude gesture in the artifact’s direction. “And I’m trying. This damn thing just doesn’t do what I tell it to. Any normal relic should just activate when the magic enters it. This one does nothing!”

      “Do you have a hypothesis for the cause of this error?”

      “A whole bunch,” Angel admitted, sitting on the ground and running a hand through his hair. “But only one makes sense. The environment is somehow wrong.”

      “Plausible,” Blue said. “But how?”

      “That’s the problem.” Angel turned his hand over, squinting at the cube in his forearm. He lay back on the ground, pointing his hand at the ceiling. It pulsed innocently. He lowered his hand. It pulsed again.

      He frowned, then sat back up. The cube remained the same color. He turned in a circle, not taking his eyes from it. It pulsed several times.

      “It’s reacting to something,” Angel muttered, rising to his feet. He turned until the cube started to pulse, then stopped. Blue floated along his line of sight, coming to a stop before the cabinets.

      Blue light washed over them as Blue scanned the area. “This section contains tinkering tools and damaged artifacts. There does not appear to be anything functional.”

      Angel walked up to stand beneath Blue. The light in the relic faded.

      “Seriously? Now it’s just making fun of me,” Angel snapped, throwing his hands up, nearly smacking Blue. It lit once more. He froze, not letting his hands lower. “It’s not the cabinet. It’s you.”

      “Your relic specifically detects my presence?”

      “Of course not,” Angel said, pointing his arm straight at the orb. The relic remained lit. “This is it. It’s reacting to your magic. If we were right, this thing controls magic. You’re an artifact, so you’ve got magic.”

      “Ah,” Blue said. There was a short pause, and then it continued in a small voice, “Please don’t test that on me. I don’t want to get blown up.”

      Angel glanced at the flaming desk out of the corner of his eye. “That might be for the best.”

      He grabbed the little orb that he’d used as a fake truth-telling device with Lilian from his travel bag and set it on the ground. As soon as he aimed his hand at it, the relic lit with faint light.

      “Well, that settles why it pulses. I’d like to know how it’s telling which direction is forward, though,” Angel mused. “It’s clearly relative to me, so it’s somehow integrated itself into my arm on its own.”

      “Do you believe it is intelligent?”

      “No,” Angel said, shaking his head. “It’s a relic, but I don’t think it’s like you. It would have done something already. But, if we’re talking about intelligence…”

      Angel trailed off, his thoughts shifting to the Star Fragment. A tiny arc of purple lightning danced across his arm and disappeared into his shoulder.

      “You little bugger,” Angel said. “You’re doing something, aren’t you?”

      Blue flew in a circle over his head. “You are speaking to yourself, Wonderful. Should I seek medical assistance?”

      “I’m fine,” Angel said irritably. “And I’m not speaking to myself. The Star Fragment in my arm is self-aware. It listens to my commands and has acted on its own. If I had to bet, I’d say that it was what connected the relic to me. Now, how do I coax it into telling me how the stupid thing works?”

      “If you believe the Star Fragment is aware, perhaps there is something it likes?” Blue asked, distancing itself from Angel a little.

      Lightning danced along his arm again. Angel let out a groan. “There is, but I don’t have any artifacts on me right now that I particularly want to sacrifice. My Star Fragment eats magic.”

      He brought a spark of magic to his fingertip and held it close to his metal arm. “Maybe it’ll settle for some normal magic?”

      An energy tendril sizzled across the back of his hand and snagged the spark. He winced as energy was sucked from his body, and the magic blinked out. The Star Fragment made no acknowledgment of his sacrifice.

      “I believe it’s going to want more,” Blue decided.

      “I couldn’t have guessed that myself,” Angel said, standing. “I’m not going to buy a hundred artifacts for this thing to chew on, though.”

      He walked to his desk and smothered the fading fire, slumping down in his chair and putting his chin in his hand. The pile of warped metal on the ground caught his eye, and he leaned over, picking up a scrap.

      It was one of the pieces that Alison had blown up while trying to use her own magic. The rune was warped and unrecognizable. He ran a finger over the ruined metal, a thought biting at the back of his mind.

      Angel’s eyebrows furrowed, and he reached for his travel pack. He shuffled through it and took out one of Lilian’s failed cores, setting it on the table beside the rune.

      “The type of damage is the same,” Angel muttered. His eyes widened, and he leapt to his feet, knocking the chair back. “Buried Gods. That’s it. Alison’s problem isn’t that her magic is strange. She’s too powerful!”

      Angel darted out the door with Blue following him as fast as it could. He tracked down a Magitech armored guard and got the man’s attention.

      “I need directions to someone’s dorm,” Angel said. “Where can I get them?”

      “Ah, that’s not information that I’m at liberty to share with anyone,” the guard said. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Angel. Magistrate Dalliah gave me a workshop. Ask Captain Jameson or something,” Angel said.

      The guard leaned in closer. “Ah, I believe I saw you land in the chopper with Wind Snake. Apologies, I didn’t recognize your face. Who are you trying to find?”

      “Alison,” Angel replied. “Vanessa if you don’t know where Alison lives.”

      “No clue who Alison is,” the guard said apologetically. “Vanessa lives in that building over there, though.”

      He nodded at a hall to their right. “She’s on the second floor in room twenty.”

      “Thanks,” Angel said, sweeping past the guard. The building, like all the others in Molten Ridges, was made of imposing black stone with streaks of red running through it. Plain yet elegant red rugs lined the floors, and the doors were made from sturdy carved metal.

      “You want to use her to feed the Star Fragment?” Blue asked, struggling to keep up with him.

      “I kind of forgot about that,” Angel admitted, missing a step. “That would certainly be helpful, though.”

      He located a stairwell in the middle of the hall and climbed up it, scanning the numbers above the doors until he reached twenty. Angel rapped on the door.

      After a few moments of silence, it swung open. Vanessa blinked at him from the other side, then pulled it all the way. “Angel! I didn’t think you’d be visiting. Do you need some more parts?”

      Angel chuckled. “I guess neither of us has the time to find the other if we don’t need something. You’re correct – I’m looking for Alison. I figured something out that she needs to know.”

      “Good news, I hope?”

      “It should be. Do you know where she is?”

      “I saw her studying with Tilly in the common room an hour ago,” Vanessa said, stepping out and closing the door behind her. “They might still be there.”

      Angel followed her down the corridor and up another stairwell. They emerged into a large open room strewn with soft chairs and couches surrounding tables. A few students were milling about, eating or poring over slates of metal.

      Tilly and Alison sat in the corner of the room, hunched over the piece of metal he’d given them to study.

      “Thanks,” Angel said, nodding to Vanessa.

      “It wasn’t any trouble. Alison needs some good news,” Vanessa replied.

      Alison noticed them coming first. She straightened, brushing the hair out of her eyes. “Angel, Vanessa! Is something wrong?”

      Tilly jerked upright, scooting away from Alison an inch as if she’d realized that she was supposed to dislike the other girl.

      “No,” Angel said. “But I think I’ve figured out what your problem with magic is.”

      “Really?” Alison asked, her eyes going as wide as saucers. “What is it?”

      “There isn’t one,” Angel replied. “Your magic isn’t weak or broken. It’s too powerful.”
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      “I don’t understand,” Alison said.

      “This isn’t the place. Come with me,” Angel said.

      “All of us?” Tilly asked, her eyes bouncing between Angel and Alison.

      “That’s up to Alison.”

      “I’m okay with it,” Alison said, standing and picking up the metal plate she’d been studying. She looked to Vanessa for an explanation but only got a shrug in response.

      Angel led the group out of the dorm and back to his workshop. He sat Alison down in the chair.

      “Look at this,” Angel said, tapping the metal piece she’d warped. “Do you see how the rune collapsed here?”

      Everyone nodded.

      “Now look at this.” Angel held out the damaged core. “You don’t understand the runes there yet, but it’s fine. You don’t need to. Look at how they’ve melted.”

      “It looks just like what happens to me,” Alison realized. “But what happened to this?”

      “Magic overload,” Angel replied. “The circumstances don’t matter, but something flooded this with a huge amount of magical energy to destroy it.”

      “Just how much magical energy was needed to do that?” Tilly asked, peering under his arm to get a better look at the orb.

      “A lot, and it was over several days. In contrast, Alison’s magic blew the rune up within seconds. Granted, this orb had a good amount of supportive runes to keep it from blowing up, so that slowed the process.”

      “Angel, do you think you could quantify exactly how much magical energy would be required to do this?” Vanessa asked, pointing at the warped plate.

      “Approximately ten canisters worth,” Blue provided. “Give or take, depending on a multitude of variables and circumstances.”

      “What does that mean for me?” Alison asked nervously. “Am I in trouble?”

      “Trouble?” Angel laughed. “Alison, if we’re correct, you’ve got more magical energy than Dalliah, and by a huge margin. You’ve got the potential to be one of the most powerful Tinkerers in history.”

      “But I can’t control it!” Alison exclaimed. “I’m a danger to others, even if my magic is just very strong. I can’t go around powering devices.”

      “You can’t power weak devices,” Angel corrected. “There are protective runes that can act as a valve, limiting the amount of magic you use. In addition, if you work vents and energy sinks into your designs, the excess magic can be controlled.”

      Alison looked like she’d seen a ghost. The barest traces of hope had sparked at the back of her eyes, but she was too scared to let them flourish any further.

      “I can prove it,” Angel said. He took a blank plate and leaned over the table, carving a series of runes into it. The base design was just a simple light rune, but it was surrounded by almost a dozen protective designs to stop the energy from escaping.

      “What about something to try to show how much energy is escaping?” Tilly suggested. “You could have light runes that activate when your protective ones start to melt.”

      “Good idea,” Angel praised, finishing the pattern he was working on and adding in the one Tilly had mentioned. “That’ll provide another spot to use her energy as well.”

      Tilly remembered that she wasn’t meant to like Angel and grunted, turning to stare at the wall for all of a few seconds before sneaking a glance back at the plate.

      “Here,” Angel said, handing the plate to Alison. “Put energy into it, then make some space. Let’s not take risks just because I’ve got a theory.”

      She swallowed and nodded, bringing a spark of magic to her fingertip. Vanessa and Tilly backed up to the other side of the room. Angel stayed near, just in case he needed to use his Star Fragment to cancel out the magic.

      Alison touched the spark to the proper location on the plate. A red rune in the center flared to life, burning merrily. She scrambled back, raising her hands defensively. The metal plate sat innocently on the table.

      One by one, red lights along the edge of the pattern lit. Still, the plate showed no signs of degradation. Angel let out a slow whistle. It took nearly five minutes before the exterior lights started to fade, and ten before the main light finally reduced in intensity.

      “How is that possible?” Tilly asked, her jaw hanging agape. “You put so many suppressing runes on that. It shouldn’t have even lit for a few seconds, much less ten minutes!”

      “It’s still lit, actually,” Angel observed. The main rune smoldered like a hot coal, tiny sparks of red light occasionally emitting from it. “And I think that confirms our theory, Alison.”

      “This is incredible,” Vanessa said, putting a hand on Alison’s shoulder and giving it a comforting squeeze. “I can take this to Mom, Alison. She wouldn’t fund you before, but there’s no arguing now.”

      Alison looked like she was about to faint. Her lips worked to form words, but nothing came out.

      “You’re going to have to learn these runes,” Angel said, tapping on the plate to bring Alison back to reality. “And you’ll need to master them. This is your lifeline. Your teachers are right about one thing – your power is dangerous. It’s a great boon, but if you don’t control it, you’ll kill yourself.”

      “I know them,” Tilly said, a note of false reluctance in her voice. “I’ll teach her, I guess.”

      Angel raised an eyebrow. He suppressed a grin as Alison eagerly accepted the other girl’s offer. It was hard to believe Tilly was the same person who had walked into his workshop several days ago.

      “You’ve each got the potential to become incredible Tinkerers,” Angel said. “Working together would be a great way for both of you to improve. But, before you all start partying or doing whatever it is Academy girls do, I need to speak with Alison. Alone.”

      Vanessa and Tilly glanced at him in surprise.

      “There’s still more?” Vanessa asked. “Give the poor girl a break, Angel.”

      “He’s probably going to try to hire her himself.” Tilly smirked at him.

      “I did consider it,” Angel admitted. “But I’m afraid I don’t have enough coin or care for that. Besides, there’s no need. Dalliah basically owns you two for a few years after graduation, right?”

      “That isn’t exactly how I’d put it,” Tilly said, narrowing her eyes. “But if Magistrate Dalliah gives Alison funding, then we’ll both be working for her.”

      “Then I won’t have any problems. I can just drop by and steal you two whenever I want,” Angel said with a wicked grin.

      “Magistrate Dalliah wouldn’t let you interrupt our work whenever you wanted to,” Tilly said, crossing her arms. “We’re going to be working on top-secret projects. I’ll admit that you know more than I thought, but once we’re out of school, you’ll see who ends up as the better Tinkerer!”

      “I suppose we shall,” Angel agreed noncommittally. “Out of curiosity, what would the topic of these secret projects be? You don’t have to tell me any details, oh great researcher.”

      Tilly stuck her tongue out at him. “Stuff that you’ve only dreamed of. She wants me to work on bringing back Old World Magic. I’m going to have access to any artifact I want, and she even said I might get a chance to see a relic.”

      Angel blinked, laughter building in his chest. He fought fruitlessly to keep a straight face, which only succeeded at making Tilly grow more agitated.

      “It isn’t funny! It’s possible!” Tilly snapped. “You won’t be laughing when I bring it back.”

      “I look forward to that,” Angel said, then nodded at the door. “But tonight, you’re still my student.”

      Tilly glared at him, but there wasn’t any real anger behind it. “Whatever. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      She grabbed Vanessa’s hand and pulled her out of the workshop, leaving Angel with Alison. She cast a wistful glance after the two girls.

      “You haven’t had much time to make friends here, have you?” Angel asked.

      “I’m here to learn,” Alison said firmly. “And you’ve done more for me than any professor at this school. I’ll do anything you ask of me.”

      “Then I’ll keep this short,” Angel said. “I’m going to ask you to do two things. You’re about to see something that people – including myself – have killed for. You must never show this to anyone unless your life is on the line. Do you understand?”

      Alison nodded nervously, her face going pale.

      “Good,” Angel said. He took a piece of scrap metal and drew the fireball spell pattern on it. “This is my first request. I want you to draw this pattern in the air.”

      “But… that’s Old World Magic,” Alison said. “It doesn’t work.”

      “Not for us,” Angel said. “You’re different. I’ve never met someone with as much magic as you have. It might work for you. This is a fireball spell, so point it at my desk. I’ve already set it on fire so many times that one more won’t hurt.”

      He expected her to argue more, but Alison just steeled her nerves and raised a hand. She traced a finger through the air, pulling the magic into the proper pattern. The air crackled, and a tongue of flame slipped out from her finger.

      It condensed and leapt away, striking the desk with a loud hiss. Angel strode to the desk, excitement surging in him. A wisp of smoke rose from a large pit that Alison’s spell had melted.

      “I can’t believe it,” Angel said. He turned to Alison, a huge smile on his face. “As far as I know, you just cast the first Old World Magic spell since the Great War.”

      Alison stared at her finger like it belonged to someone else. Angel pushed his excitement down and put a hand on her shoulder.

      “You need to be careful, Alison,” he said. “I don’t know what about you is different, but you can’t let anyone find out. There are people that would do anything to figure out just how you tick. I suspect you’ll soon start experimenting to see what else you can do. I know I would have. Guard your abilities closely.”

      She nodded, mute from shock.

      “We’ll work on finding more ways to help you Tinker tomorrow,” Angel said. “It’s time for the second thing I’m going to ask.”

      He paused for a moment, waiting for her brain to snap back into the present.

      “Yes?” she asked.

      “You’re going to go find Vanessa and Tilly, and you’re going to relax and have fun the rest of the night,” Angel commanded. “No thinking about this until tomorrow. Give yourself time to process it.”

      Alison stared up at him, then bit back a mixture of a sob and a laugh. She stepped up and hugged him tightly. “Thank you for doing so much for me. You live up to your name.”

      She released him and darted out of the workshop. An embarrassed flush crept into Angel’s cheeks.

      “I’m going soft,” Angel muttered, turning back to his table. “Blue, stop staring at the vent and come over here.”

      “You forgot to ask her to feed the Star Fragment,” Blue pointed out, floating over to his shoulder.

      “She’s a kid, Blue. I don’t know how much energy the damn thing would suck out of her. Now refocus. There are some more tests I want to run on the relic, and time is slipping away.”
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      The hours came and went. When the sun rose the following morning, Angel found himself slumped over the rickety metal table, a small puddle of drool at his mouth. He blinked the last vestiges of sleep out of his eyes and sat up with a grimace, wiping his face clean.

      Warm red light emitted from the cubical relic in his arm. He’d evidently fallen asleep in the middle of working on it. He couldn’t recall exactly what his last test had been, but he hadn’t made much progress.

      Blue rested on the floor beside him. The artifact had returned to its deactivated, spherical form. He scooped it up and put it into his bag. The sun was already rising above the city skyline, so he doubted it would be long before –

      There was a knock on the door. Angel chuckled and closed the arm hatch, walking over to open it. Alison and Tilly greeted him with tired grins. Tilly carried a plate of soft breads and butter.

      “We brought you breakfast,” Alison said. “Because I’m pretty sure you’ve been skipping meals.”

      “What are you, my mom?” Angel asked, taking the plate from Tilly with an embarrassed grin. “Thank you, though.”

      “Just teach us something useful,” Tilly muttered.

      Angel claimed a piece of bread and lathered it with butter. He stuffed it into his mouth and offered the plate to his students. Both shook their heads.

      “We already had breakfast,” Alison explained. “So, what are we doing today?”

      “Did you figure out those runes I gave you?”

      “Mostly,” Alison said, reddening. “I didn’t get a ton of work done last night.”

      “I’ll give you a pass this time, but I’m going to need a favor in return.”

      “Of course. What is it?”

      “I need some of your magic,” Angel said. “Probably just a spark, but we’ll see.”

      “What could you possibly need it for?” Alison asked with a frown. “You can do anything I can do with runes but better. I need a bunch of limiters just to keep my stuff from exploding.”

      “I didn’t say I needed it for a rune,” Angel replied. “I’m afraid I can’t explain more than that, though.”

      Alison shrugged. She summoned a tiny orb of magic into the palm of her hand and held it out to him. “Where do you want me to put this?”

      “Just hold it there,” Angel said. He reached out to it and mentally sent an affirmation to the Star Fragment, affirming that it could eat the energy before it. A tiny arc of purple lightning skipped across his shoulder.

      It grew in intensity, wreathing his arm. A tendril reached out, almost tenderly, and brushed across the magic in Alison’s hand. The orb vanished with a pop. Angel stiffened as a sharp, freezing chill shot through the pistons of his arm and into his shoulder. He flipped his eyepiece down.
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      He clicked his tongue. “Do you think you could do another? I think one more push should do it.”

      Alison nodded with wide eyes, bringing a new spark of magic to her hands. This time, the Star Fragment didn’t even wait. It leapt forth, snatching the energy and yanking it from her hands.

      Once more, jagged ice coursed through his veins. A loud hum emitted from his arm, and a series of clicks rang out. He felt tubing in it shift and reroute itself of its own accord. He scanned himself one more time.
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      “What did that do?” Tilly asked. “Why can your arm eat magic?”

      “It’s just hungry,” Angel replied, raising the eyepiece and doing his best to contain the excitement bubbling in his chest. The feature description was simultaneously incredible and lackluster. It was pretty vague on exactly what he could do with the control, nor did it actually say a basepoint for how much energy it needed. If he had to have as much magic as Alison for the most basic tasks, it wouldn’t do him much good.

      Either way, he couldn’t test it quite yet. That would have to come after the girls had left, and he could hardly send them away now.

      “Never mind that,” he said. “My arm needs magic to keep running, and I was a bit low on supplies. Alison, since you were busy last night, go ahead and get back to work on those runes until you’ve got a good grasp on them. They’re the most important thing I can teach you right now.”

      Alison nodded and sat down in Angel’s chair to get to work on the scrap metal littering the desk. He quickly drew out the runes she was working on and set them down so she could reference them.

      “What about me?” Tilly asked. “I already have a decent understanding of them. Probably not a great one, but I can draw them fine enough.”

      “Show me,” Angel said, handing her a piece of scrap metal and a scribe from the wall. Tilly shrugged and sat down cross-legged on the floor. A minute later, she handed it back. He examined it, then got another piece of metal.

      “Make two linked shielding patterns and a power inlet.”

      Tilly’s brow furrowed, but she followed his instructions. This one took her considerably longer, but she eventually handed him the newly made piece.

      “And this is ready to use?” Angel asked. “I can just put power straight into it and it’ll work?”

      “Well, I’d test it first,” Tilly hedged. “It’s not safe to use runes without testing them.”

      “Your professors are lazy,” Angel said. He pulled Tilly to her feet and led her over to the table beside Alison. “Get your chair artifact and start carving. You’ve got some talent, but you haven’t got a decent understanding of a rune until you can draw it confidently. And trust me, shielding runes are the ones you want to understand the best. If something else goes wrong, these keep your work from frying everything around it.”

      Tilly looked like she wanted to argue for a moment, but then she nodded and got to work.

      “And for what it’s worth,” Angel added after a moment, “this would have worked. The problem is that you don’t have enough confidence to know it would work, which means you could make a mistake at some point.”

      He let the two work for the next few hours. At one point, he discreetly popped the hatch on his arm open to examine the relic, hiding the glow against his chest. Several tubes had rerouted to connect directly to the relic instead of its enclosure, but there didn’t seem to be any power running through them.

      Angel was tempted to find something and test it out, but it was probably for the best to keep the exact nature of what kept his arm running a mystery. Alison already knew about the Star Fragment, and while he didn’t think she would betray him, it was possible she would let something slip. As for Tilly, while she was warming up a little, he still didn’t trust her nearly enough to share his deepest secrets. Further tests would just have to wait until they left.

      He occasionally walked up to the table and examined the plates they’d worked on, replenishing the supply of scrap whenever they were running low, or giving them pointers on mistakes that they were making frequently.

      The day passed quickly, and a huge pile of used metal had piled up by the table by the time the sun had started its descent in the sky.

      “That’s enough for now,” Angel said. “You’ve done good work today. Good job. I know this feels tedious, but I promise it’ll be better for you in the long run.”

      “Logically, I know you’re probably right,” Tilly admitted. “But you’re still lame for making us do this.”

      “Fair enough.” Angel smirked. “Same time tomorrow, then?”

      “We can’t, actually,” Alison said, wringing her hands together. “We’ve got an outdoor exam tomorrow.”

      “It’s more like a demonstration,” Tilly elaborated. “The department is showing us off to demonstrate how good we’ve gotten.”

      “Huh. Is it open to the public?”

      “Kind of. It’s more for people at the Academy or wealthy sponsors. Anyone on Academy grounds can watch, though,” Alison said. “It’s in the main courtyard and starts when the sun is at the top of the sky.”

      “Great. I’ll see you there,” Angel said with a grin. “I’m looking forward to seeing what both of you can do. I assume your canister has enough charge, Alison?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. Are you sure you’ll have time?”

      “Of course I will. I want to watch my pupils stomp on all the other morons,” Angel said.

      “You’ve only been teaching us for a few days,” Tilly pointed out.

      “I’ve been streamlining things that normally would take weeks to learn, and your professors are too obsessed with following the right procedure. Rune carving is just copying runes with a little bit of creativity thrown in. You’ll be more than fine,” Angel replied. “Now go eat something and get some rest. I expect good results tomorrow.”

      They nodded and bid him goodnight. Once they’d left, Angel glanced out the window. It was late evening. More than enough time to get in a few tests before sleep.
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      He gathered several artifacts and laid them out on the table. The majority were from the boxes lining the shelves and in various states of disrepair, but he tossed in the green flashlight orb.

      Angel held his hand over the assortment of Magitech and focused on his new feature. He watched the table expectantly. Nothing happened. That was relatively typical, so it didn’t perturb him much.

      He ran his fingertips along each of the artifacts, keeping his focus. That didn’t lend any more results than the first attempt. He pictured the artifacts on the table sliding across it. The orb lit with its green glow. A low hum rose from his arm as it twitched.

      “Aha!” Angel exclaimed. He focused on the thought of the orb moving. It inched forward reluctantly. His eyes narrowed, and he doubled down, spending all his attention to try to get the orb to roll.

      Purple energy sparked at his forearm, and the orb rocketed off the table and into the wall, striking it with a loud bang and putting a sizeable dent in the metal. Angel cursed and grabbed the orb, checking it over. It was undamaged.

      “Interesting,” Angel said once his inspection was finished. He put the orb back on the table. He tried focusing on another one of the broken artifacts, straining so hard that a small headache built in the back of his head, but it didn’t budge an inch.

      He gave up with a sigh. “Noted. This only works on artifacts that still, well, work. I suppose that makes sense.”

      Angel picked the orb up and rolled it around in the palm of his hand. He shifted his request, this time picturing the artifact floating a few feet into the air. More easily this time, it lifted from his palm and hovered before him.

      “I wonder if there’s a size limit,” Angel muttered. He put the orb away and got his board, focusing on it instead.

      Given the same command to float, the board lifted. It spun in the air at his behest, then lowered back to the floor gently.

      Angel felt a slight dizzy spell tickle his mind. He sat back down and returned the board to his back. Magicore Command took up a rather significant amount of magic. It wasn’t something he saw an immediate use for in combat unless there was no size limit – and he doubted that was the case. Launching an artifact at somebody wasn’t all that much more effective than hitting them with an overpowered lightning bolt.

      “There’s got to be more to it,” Angel muttered, scooting his chair back to the table, and mulled over the artifacts.

      Hours went by as he tested the functions of the feature, stopping to let his magic recover whenever it got too low. He was able to make the flashlight orb fly around the room and dance, but that was about the extent of his progress.

      Angel could feel his concentration slipping as night fell and marched on without him. He rested his head in one hand, idly fiddling with a few of the artifacts. He reorganized them into a smiley face, using the green orb for one eye and a gear for the other. It turned out rather lopsided.

      “You look like shit,” Angel informed the smiley face. It didn’t respond. That was too bad, as Angel did tend to prefer when his insults were acknowledged.

      The metal shifted. A powerful wave of static assaulted the back of Angel’s mind, and he leapt to his feet as he felt magic drain at a rapid rate. Wires and tubes within his little art project snapped together, reforming around the green eye.

      Metal rivets skittered across the table to bind pieces together, and edges sealed themselves together of their own volition. The smiley face slowly turned itself down into a frown. A puff of smoke rose from the eye, and the light went out.

      The rest of it fell apart immediately after, and it returned to a pile of scrap. Angel didn’t move for several seconds as he processed what had just happened.

      “Buried Gods,” Angel breathed. “It was reacting to my insult?”

      He picked up the broken flashlight orb. It was well and truly fried. The runes on it were blackened to the point where he would have been better off building a new one rather than repairing it.

      “I see,” Angel said to himself. “It’s not that it only works with functional Magitech. It just needs an external power source. But the scope of this… Buried Gods. I’ve got a lot of testing to do.”

      Angel yawned and glanced out the window. It was pitch black. With a sigh, he stood up and put a bit of order back into the workshop before heading to his own room right next door, a sense of smug satisfaction floating around him like a cloud.

      He’d gotten his main goal. The intricacies were still waiting to be discovered, but they could keep doing that for a bit longer. It wouldn’t do to accidentally sleep through Alison and Tilly’s exam because he was working all night. He flopped into his bed and wrapped the blanket around him. Sleep took him within minutes.

      Angel woke the following morning to a knock on the door. He rolled out of bed, shaking off the last vestiges of sleep as he went to open it. Lilian and Silver greeted him on the other side.

      “Did I miss something?” Angel asked.

      “We’re just checking on you,” Lilian replied. “You’ve barely left your room the whole time you’ve been here.”

      “Why would I?” Angel asked, baffled. “I’ve got so much research to do. Although you have come at a good time, I just figured out a major obstacle. I’ve gotten almost everything I need from here. Having a place to stay where there aren’t monsters or bandits trying to kill you every few hours is a real efficiency booster.”

      “That’s why choppers are the best form of air travel,” Silver said. “Unlike here, where you’re cooped up in a tiny boring room with four metal walls, a chopper coops you up in a tiny metal room with beautiful sights below you.”

      “Are you trying to sell me a chopper?”

      “Depends how much Vei you have.”

      “Not enough,” Angel said with a chuckle. “By the way, I might have need of a chopper soon. I’ve got a plan to get the Key fully working, but we’re going to need to go on a road trip. I’d much rather make it by air.”

      “Consider it done,” Silver replied. “I think I might have swindled a few too many people here anyways. It might be good to go on a short leave of absence, and Dalliah only told me to ‘help you however I could’. She probably should have been more specific there, if we’re being honest.”

      “Do you know when we’re leaving?” Lilian asked. “I can buy supplies.”

      “Might as well get them today,” Angel said. “I don’t have an exact date yet, and I know there’s a competition that Silver wants to win so he can get his hands on a bracelet. Probably after he gets that.”

      “He mentioned you assigned Alison and Tilly to winning that,” Lilian said, raising an eyebrow. “Do you really think two students are going to beat experienced Tinkerers?”

      “Alison is a force of nature, Lilian.” Angel chuckled. “She’ll be terrifying in the future, so don’t just relegate her to a student. Tilly is no joke either. She’s quite capable, and they’ve both made good progress. Is it enough to beat a professional?”

      He shrugged. “No clue. But, as Silver and I already discussed – if it isn’t, we’ve always got his old vocation to fall back on.”

      Lilian smirked. “Robbing Molten Ridges while employed by a Magistrate? That’s got to be a new one.”

      “Not in the slightest,” Silver replied. “Half the bean counters embezzle funds. This will just be a little more direct.”

      “More importantly, how’s the new core?” Angel asked Lilian. “You haven’t mentioned anything about it.”

      “It seems to be working perfectly,” Lilian said. “I’ve fed it a small artifact already, and it functions as normal. This should last indefinitely.”

      A part of Angel wanted to ask Lilian why she planned to stick with them if her core was fixed, but he suppressed it. There was no reason to dig at old wounds. If she wanted to turn a new leaf, he wasn’t about to stop her.

      If anything, Silver’s support was more suspect. But, as long as they either had enough coin or an exciting enough job, he suspected the former bandit wouldn’t have much complaint following along.

      “I’m glad Soul didn’t do anything too overt, then,” Angel said. “Don’t let your guard down, though. I’m serious – this isn’t an if but a when. He did something; we just don’t know what.”

      Lilian nodded. “I understand. In any case, I’ll go get the supplies. How much should I get?”

      “Two weeks should be more than overkill,” Angel decided. “And Silver, how long would it take to get a chopper ready? In case we need to leave early because the city was mysteriously liberated of a certain bracelet.”

      “Already prepared,” Silver replied with a grin. “It’s waiting for us in the hangar.”
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      “Fantastic,” Angel said. “That should be it, then. I’ve got an exam to go watch.”

      “Oh?” Silver asked. “Available to all of the Academy?”

      “Anyone already on the grounds, apparently.”

      “That sounds fun. It’ll be interesting to see if you’ve taught your little trainees anything of use, so I’ll be tagging along.”

      Angel shrugged, and the two headed out to the courtyard. It took some time to figure out exactly which courtyard Tilly and Alison’s test was taking place in, but they managed to spot a crowd gathering on a grassy field near the center of the Academy.

      They joined it, pushing past the well-dressed attendees to reach the front, where a temporary wire fence had been set up. Several dozen tables were laid out on the other side, each bearing a metal box, a pile of scraps, and a scribe.

      The students themselves were huddled in a corner at the far side of the field, speaking to two tall men whom Angel guessed to be the teachers by their gaudy, flowing robes. A little under an hour passed before the students dispersed and made their way over to the tables.

      Angel spotted Tilly first. She’d walked up to a table at the very front of the crowd. The short girl caught Angel’s eye and gave him a small nod. When he cocked his head to the side, Tilly jerked a thumb to her side.

      “Over there,” Silver said, pointing at a table nestled between several others a short distance away. Alison’s table was at the edge of the line, out of the way enough that he probably wouldn’t have noticed it had they not been looking. “I wonder if they choose the tables for the kids.”

      “Judging by what I know of them so far, they probably did,” Angel muttered. “At least I can see them both.”

      “Thank you all for coming,” one of the instructors said, stepping up to address the crowd with a flourish. His robes jingled with metal knickknacks that hung from his sleeves and neck. “The students have been working hard to master the craft of Tinkering. Today’s demonstration will show just how much they have learned.”

      “The exam will take one hour,” the other instructor said. This one had a thinner face and had long since lost his hairline to the annals of time. “During this time, we request that you do not interfere or otherwise distract the students. Tinkering is dangerous, and mistakes could cause their projects to fail when they enter testing.”

      Angel scoffed under his breath. “What kind of Tinkerer gets distracted that easily?”

      “Normal ones, I think,” Silver said, rubbing his chin beneath the mask. “Do you think the girls are going to do well?”

      “Tilly will be fine. She would have been without my help,” Angel said. “Alison should be too, though. I guess it depends on what they’re supposed to make, but her runes have been improving a lot recently. It would be a shock if she wasn’t at least as good as her classmates.”

      “Today,” the first instructor continued, “the test will be one of their biggest yet. The students will be creating a functional steam engine. They will only be allowed the usage of the components on the table before them, and a portion of the engine has already been properly carved. So long as they complete their work before the time limit is over, they will be considered successful.”

      “Will they be for sale after, Professor Langreen?” a man in the crowd called.

      A smirk tugged at the instructor’s lips. “They will.”

      “Ooh, profiting from making the kids work,” Silver said. “That’s the sign of a real upstanding institution, you know that?”

      “Clearly,” Angel said dryly. “But a steam engine shouldn’t be too difficult for either of the girls. That’s just a modified flame rune with some supportive work. Depending on what they did for them, this could be a few minutes of work. It’ll take Alison longer to write all the protective runes, though. Something tells me any runes they drew aren’t going to be suitably beefed up for her magic.”

      “I understand about ten percent of what you just said,” Silver replied. “But it sounded mostly positive, so good.”

      Angel rolled his eyes and returned his attention to the students. The professors had instructed the students to open the metal boxes and inspect their contents while Angel and Silver had been talking.

      “We will be getting started shortly,” Professor Langreen said. “Students, please prepare to begin.”

      All around the courtyard, kids examined the parts on the table before them. Angel suspected that they were trying to plot out how they’d add their runes in their heads. It was smart to have a plan before starting work, so he had to give the instructors at least a little credit.

      “You may begin. I will give a warning ten minutes before the test is over,” Langreen said.

      Most students didn’t respond, but a few picked their scribes up and got to work. Tilly was one of the ones who immediately started. Angel had expected as much. A steam engine really shouldn’t have been a major problem, as they didn’t have to worry about making it function for a long period of time. Getting a piece of Magitech to run once was easy. The hard part was keeping it running.

      One by one, more students picked up their scribes and got to work. Angel was pleased to note that Alison started working around the middle of the pack and was far from the last to start. While he couldn’t see what runes she was carving, her movements were confident, and her hand looked steady.

      “Is this it?” Silver whispered. “I should have brought some tea. I didn’t realize Tinkering was so boring. They’re just drawing stuff, and I can’t even see what it is that they’re drawing.”

      “Are you going to tell me you didn’t come here to scope out the crowd of people watching,” Angel muttered. “Did anyone have anything interesting?”

      Silver smirked. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      Tilly drew a spark of magic to her hand and applied it to the inlet pattern on the engine in front of her, drawing Angel’s attention. The bronze machine churned to life, chugging and letting out a puff of dark steam. Professor Langreen approached her, his eyebrows creeping up his forehead. No more than fifteen minutes had passed since the start of the test.

      “Tilly, you already finished?”

      “I have,” Tilly replied. “It was just a modified flame rune, Professor.”

      “Well, yes. But we only covered some of the runes used to properly shield it yesterday,” Langreen said with a frown. “It does appear to work properly, but how did you have time to double-check all of your work? These runes are new to you.”

      “I didn’t double-check,” Tilly replied. “I’ve carved these runes a few thousand times already. Magistrate Dalliah invested in a tutor for me, and he covered the runes before the class did.”

      Langreen blinked. He examined the steam engine closer, then pulled a device out from his sleeve and connected it to the engine. He examined it, then nodded. “Very impressive. I would like to meet this tutor of yours at some point. I can’t say that I approve of his methods, but I can confirm that your device is very well made. Please refrain from running anything in the future without confirmation from an instructor, though.”

      The crowd murmured in interest. Tilly caught Angel’s eye, and he gave her an approving nod. She grinned in response.

      Slowly, the other students started to finish their work as well. Langreen walked around, testing their devices and announcing the results of their test so the crowd could hear. Nobody got the glowing praise that Tilly did, but most of them passed.

      As the hour drew closer to the close, Alison was still drawing. Her pace hadn’t let up once, and her hand was still just as steady as it had been when she’d started. It wasn’t long before all the other students were finished, and everyone was watching her.

      “Ten minutes,” Langreen warned, a small frown crossing his features. “Alison, if you can’t finish, don’t waste the good crowd’s time. They have places to be.”

      “I’m done,” Alison said, stepping back from the table. She touched her finger to the inlet pattern.

      “No!” Langreen yelled, lunging at her. It was too late. Magic slipped into the motor, and with a shudder, it chugged to life.

      A thick pillar of steam rose into the air. Everyone in the class watched it with wide eyes. Langreen discreetly moved himself behind another desk, but the engine churned on with no regard for his actions.
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      “I think it works,” Alison said, somewhat pointlessly. Professor Langreen swallowed and adjusted his lapel. He inched towards the engine and squinted at the runes from as far away as he could.

      “It does appear to be functional,” Langreen said in awe. “But you’ve drawn far too many runes, Alison. I’m glad that you’ve managed to get a hold of your unsteady hand, but overcompensating by drawing dozens of pointless shielding patterns isn’t going to help you. You could have finished twenty minutes ago if you’d just done what was required.”

      “They aren’t pointless. It’ll explode if I don’t draw them,” Alison replied.

      “Oh? And how did you figure that out? Don’t tell me you sat around carving runes and blowing them up until something worked.” Langreen’s eyes narrowed. “That could have caused serious damage to Academy property. I trust you know better than that.”

      “I had a teacher. He knew what he was doing,” Alison replied, quailing under the professor’s harsh gaze.

      “You as well?” Langreen exclaimed. “Are there a dozen wandering professors just offering advice to anyone who asks now?”

      “It’s the same teacher I had,” Tilly said, walking up to them. “He was actually teaching Alison. I mostly just sat in.”

      “And this person fixed Alison’s horrible rune carving in a few days?” Langreen asked in disbelief.

      Angel hopped over the railing. Several people yelped in surprise, but he ignored them and strode up to the professor. “There was nothing that wrong with her rune carving. You would have realized that had you spent the barest amount of attention on her work.”

      “Ah. I suppose you would be the teacher,” Langreen guessed, giving Angel a once-over. He didn’t look impressed. “We offer all of our students equal opportunities. If they are unable to grasp them, then that is not our concern.”

      “It’s not her fault your teaching methods were horrible,” Angel replied. “Shouldn’t you just be happy that her runes are functional now?”

      “Don’t get me wrong,” Langreen said, pressing his lips thin. “I am grateful that you helped my students. However, your methods seem… uncouth. Did you really teach her this incredibly wasteful pattern?”

      “Yup.”

      “And you’re aware it’s probably draining easily eighty percent of the magic she put into the motor?”

      “More like ninety,” Angel replied. “As long as she drew it correctly, that is. And, considering that the motor hasn’t blown itself up yet, it looks like she did.”

      “This was incredibly dangerous,” Langreen said. “What if she’d made a mistake? Alison should not be powering her constructs. They could seriously injure someone.”

      “Only because you didn’t properly observe her situation. Alison’s work is no more dangerous than Tilly’s now. It just takes her a bit longer to make it. It’s probably safer than half the factory crap you guys put out.”

      Langreen’s eyes flicked down to Angel’s mechanical arm. “I wonder if you’d be willing to share how you lost your limb. Perhaps you were busy ignoring our ‘factory conventions’ and made a construct that blew up?”

      “Good guess,” Angel said with a smirk. “But no. I blew it up fighting a Vyrg when I was twelve. The Vyrg’s hide was too thick to penetrate, so I modified an artifact to explode and shoved my entire arm into its mouth. I can demonstrate for you if you’d like. My new arm would survive.”

      Purple energy crackled down his arm as the Star Fragment reared in challenge of its own accord. Langreen’s face paled, and he shook his head. “There’ll be no need for that. Enough of this. I’ll not have a scene during the exam. Alison, Tilly, please take your instructor back to the rest of the spectators. You’ve both passed.”

      He spun on his heel and shuffled off as quickly as he could, the metal bits on his robes jingling like tiny wind chimes.

      “Come on,” Tilly said, starting back to the crowd watching on. “I haven’t seen Professor Langreen look like that since the principal came to class. Did you really lose your arm fighting a Vyrg?”

      “Nope. I blew it up messing with an artifact.”

      They all burst into laughter. Angel hopped back over the makeshift fence, rejoining Silver on the other side.

      “Good job, both of you,” he said. “Don’t let this go to your heads, though. You’ve got a lot of work to do if you want to become real Tinkerers. Be proud of your work, but stay humble.”

      “You’re not exactly humble,” Tilly pointed out, crossing her arms. “What if we want to be like you?”

      “I’m a blasted good Tinkerer,” Angel replied with a smirk. “Get as good as I am and then you get to be cocky as well.”

      Tilly laughed and turned her nose up, heading back to her station. Alison gave him another grateful look and nodded, returning to her own engine – which was still chugging away.

      “Get that smug look off your face,” Silver said. “They haven’t won my bracelet yet.”

      “Oh, relax. You’ll get it, one way or another. There’s nothing else I have to do here, though. Let’s head back to my workshop.”

      “Is it time for my cool hat?” Silver asked as they pushed back through the crowd.

      “Why do you think I can even do anything with a hat? I’m a Tinkerer, not a tailor or whoever it is that makes hats.”

      “Well, the two words sound similar,” Silver observed. “Does that mean you aren’t making me a hat?”

      “I’m not messing with your hat,” Angel said. “But I might be able to do something with your mask. Especially considering the Reawakening are starting to show themselves more, it might be a good idea not to walk around wearing their merchandise.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Silver admitted. “Having my own unique mask would be good for brand recognition as well. I suppose I’ll settle for that.”

      Angel rolled his eyes. They reached his workshop a few minutes later, and he led Silver inside.

      “You’ve done a number on your workspace,” Silver said, prodding Angel’s rickety chair. One of the legs was blackened and warped to the side by several degrees, and it was peppered with dents and scorch marks.

      “Let’s just call it decoration,” Angel replied, sitting down and gesturing impatiently. Silver plopped his mask into the Seeker’s hand.

      Angel used Liquid Metal to wash away many of the mask’s detailed features. Since it wasn’t connected to his arm, he couldn’t make any precise modifications, but it wasn’t too hard to flatten out the ridges and modify the overall shape.

      He brought the bottom of the mask down to a sharper point and removed the breathing tubes entirely before getting to work with his scribe, carving rune patterns into the face and around the eyes. They wrapped around the back of the mask and converged at a point in the forehead.

      “There,” Angel said after a few more minutes of checking his work and minor tweaks. “Now it doesn’t look like you’re about to murder a city in cold blood.”

      Silver took it from him and held it up to the light. He nodded in approval. “Much more artistic than before. I like the flowy runes, even though I’ve got no idea what they do. Very gaudy – just my style. What do they do, by the way?”

      “Nothing too fancy,” Angel said. “When you put some magic into it, they’ll make a filter around your eyes, nose, and mouth. It’ll keep sand and any other particles out. I’m not sure exactly how long it’ll last. Probably a minute per spark or so, unless you’ve got more magic than I expect.”

      “Brilliant,” Silver proclaimed. “I prefer to keep out of sandstorms to preserve my beautiful face, and this will make that even easier. Thank you.”

      “No problem,” Angel replied.

      Silver slipped the mask onto his face. “Change of topic. I know you’re confident in your students, but I’m going to request an honest answer. Are you sure they can win the tournament? Because if not, I’m going to have to start making preparations tonight. Stealing the bracelet after it’s been won by someone else will be much more difficult than taking it now.”

      “I can’t say anything for sure,” Angel said with a shrug. “I think they’re talented, but I don’t have a good frame of reference for how capable the other Tinkerers are. What is this bracelet, anyways? You’re oddly focused on it.”

      “It’s an artifact,” Silver said, drawing his sword and holding it out to Angel. “Part of a set, actually. It works together with my Serpentine Blade.”

      “That thing can do more stuff?” Angel asked, aghast. He remembered all too well the capabilities of Silver’s sword. The weapon could curve and stretch at will, and Silver could even control it remotely.

      “The bracelet is the main control method for it,” Silver said. “I’m almost certain. The man I stole this blade from assured me of it several years ago. There are hundreds of Serpentine Blades and their bracelets floating around, so while they aren’t impossible to come across, it does take a little luck. I’d like to get my hands on it this time around.”
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      “How’d you get your hands on that, anyways?” Angel asked. “Serpentine Blades are pretty rare, aren’t they?”

      “They were used by many generals in the Great War,” Silver said with pride. “As a famous bandit captain, I feel like it’s only right for one to be in my hand once again. Now, if only I could get my hands on a second…”

      “You know how to fight dual wielding?”

      “Nope,” Silver replied. “But I bet I’d look dashing while doing it.”

      Angel snorted. “Keep dreaming. The Tinkering competition is in about two days, so you’ll just have to dream about the bracelet until then. If you want to make preparations, go ahead. I think we should leave immediately afterward regardless of how this goes.”

      “That’s fine with me. I’ve already let Dalliah know that we’ll be leaving to deal with the Reawakening soon,” Silver said. “She gave me a fair bit of coin to aid the journey. I bet those idiots really regret going after Vanessa now. Dalliah is putting so much money into hindering their work that it would have been better if she’d never gotten involved.”

      “If I recall correctly, the one who’s made the most out of this deal is you,” Angel pointed out. “You’ve gotten coin from both sides now.”

      “Just how I like it,” Silver said. “Any day that ends with more coin in my pocket is a good day.”

      “You know, I’ve been wondering something. You’ve been a bandit for a while, haven’t you? I know you’ve mentioned that you have your own chopper, and it isn’t the one that Dalliah gave you. So… aren’t you rich?”

      “I have expensive hobbies,” Silver said. “In terms of items, I’m rich. Much like you are, I might add. Your arm is probably worth as much as my entire collection. But it’s not about the coin. It’s about the principle. Taking money from other people just feels so good.”

      “I never should have asked.” Angel rolled his eyes. “I’m pretty beat, and I don’t think I’ve got much time until Alison and Tilly show up. Is there anything we need to handle in terms of getting the girls registered for the competition?”

      “No. I took care of it the day you proposed they compete,” Silver said. “Their entrance fees were pretty pricy, actually. Two Vei each.”

      Angel shuddered. “The people in Molten Ridges have far too much money on their hands if they can afford to toss Vei around like that. Maybe you should run around here a little longer.”

      “Don’t tempt me,” Silver said. “And I’ll leave you to it. There are a few things I want to set up just in case your protegees can’t pull through.”

      He raised a hand in farewell and headed out of the workshop. Angel slumped back in his chair and rubbed his chin. Then, with a sigh, he pulled Blue out and activated the artifact.

      “It is light outside,” Blue observed, floating up to the window. “You didn’t turn me on yesterday.”

      “I was busy,” Angel said. “And I figured you might need to regenerate your power or something.”

      “That is not a necessary function to my continued survival,” Blue replied, sounding indignant. “I can run indefinitely so long as I am not doing any processes that overtax me. I simply rest every once and a while. Not because I need to, but because it feels nice.”

      “That’s a lot of feelings and desires,” Angel observed. “What are you, really? An artificial intelligence?”

      “There’s nothing artificial about me,” Blue said, the light in its core flashing red. “I am a System artifact.”

      “That enjoys sleeping,” Angel added dryly. “I can’t imagine that’s typical.”

      “I am unaware of what would be typical, as there are no System artifacts for me to reference, and the database is disconnected.”

      “Right,” Angel said. “Well, we’ll be visiting a place where you can hopefully connect to the database again. Maybe you’ll be able to figure out some more information about yourself then.”

      “That… would be nice,” Blue said after a pause. “I think. It is natural to want to know more about oneself, right?”

      “Sure,” Angel replied. He tapped a metal finger on the table. “It’s just that a lot of people don’t like what they find out.”

      The next hour went by quickly. Angel spent a little time tinkering with the cubical relic, but he mostly spent it chatting with Blue and getting a little rest in. It was broken by a quick rap on the door. Angel opened it, letting Tilly and Alison into his room.

      “You two look like you’re in a good mood,” Angel observed. “Did your engines sell well?”

      “Really well!” Alison exclaimed. “Mine sold for eighty Vex! A collector bought it.”

      “Mine went for sixty,” Tilly said, making a face at the other girl. “Alison’s was the most expensive one, and mine was second. If you hadn’t caused such a scene with Professor Langreen, I think I would have won.”

      “Sorry,” Alison said, blushing.

      “It was a joke,” Tilly said. “And even if it wasn’t, you don’t have to apologize for winning. Don’t think you’re going to keep that lead. I’m going to take it back.”

      Angel hid a smile. Tilly didn’t seem like the same person who had walked into his workshop a few days ago at all. He was glad that the two girls had become friends, especially since he’d be leaving shortly, and abandoning Alison would have weighed on him.

      Alison held out a small pouch. “This is half of the winnings. You taught me, so…”

      “You won this yourself,” Angel said. “And you need the money more than I do. If I wanted, I could make a few artifacts and sell them for a lot of money. Besides, all I did was right the wrongs that your teachers should have. I haven’t taught you all that much.”

      “I told you he wouldn’t take it,” Tilly said.

      “I had to offer,” Alison replied with a shrug, putting the money back. “I wouldn’t have won this if Angel hadn’t taught me.”

      “You’re going to need the money for the tournament anyways,” Tilly said. “It costs two Vei to participate.”

      Alison’s eyes widened. “Two Vei?”

      “Silver already paid the fee for both of you,” Angel said, holding his hands up. “Don’t worry. I wouldn’t make you spend that much money. Just try to get him that bracelet if you can. The rest of the prize pool will be yours, and if I remember correctly, it’s quite a few Vei.”

      “We aren’t ready yet,” Tilly said, giving Angel a pointed look. “If we’re going to win, you’ll have to teach us a lot more. There’s only a day and a bit before the tournament, after all.”

      Angel smirked and took out some scrap metal. He laid it out on the desk and drew some runes across them. Tilly sat down on her artifact, and Angel gave Alison his rickety chair.

      “I’m not going to spend a lot of time teaching you individual runes,” Angel said. “While there’s power in knowing a lot of them, there are too many for me to cover in a short amount of time. Instead, we’re going to focus on technique…”

      He spent several minutes going over the intricacies of rune carving and how the order that patterns were drawn could affect their energy draw. The more energy a series of runes drew, the farther it had to be from other high-draw runes to avoid overheating a piece.

      The next few hours flew by, and Angel periodically quizzed the two on what they’d covered, showing them different rune patterns and asking them to point out which ones were incorrectly made.

      Once they got a hold of that, he had them draw more complex patterns of their own. He corrected the mistakes that they’d made, figuring out their thought process and fixing any incorrect assumptions as they showed up.

      They worked through lunch and well into the evening. Angel glanced up after checking both girls’ attempts at his latest challenge and realized that the sun had already set. He sent them off to get dinner and promised to teach them again the following morning.

      Once the girls were gone, Angel studied their work for a few minutes. They were both making fantastic progress. Alison’s pile of mistakes was about five times the size of Tilly’s. It wasn’t that Alison wasn’t good, it was just that Tilly was immensely talented at picking up new concepts.

      Angel picked up each of the girls’ latest attempts. Alison’s was marked by several extra layers of shielding runes that she’d added for practice. It was almost at the exact same standard as Tilly’s. While Alison didn’t have the other girl’s natural talent, her determination to succeed would do her just as good if not better.

      “Part of me wants to stay here and keep teaching them,” Angel told Blue. “They’ve got so much potential. I can see why Soul, as miserable a bastard as he was, wanted to pass his knowledge on to me.”

      “You could bring them with you,” Blue offered.

      “No,” Angel replied. “I won’t have their blood on my hands. The Reawakening needs to stay far away from these kids.”

      “They’re only a few years younger than you.”

      “Experience ages faster than years do,” Angel said with a sigh. “And they don’t need that kind of age. They’ve got a good path to follow now, but I don’t just want to leave them with nothing to work on when we go.”

      Angel glanced at the scrap metal covering the ground around the table. A thought struck him, and a grin tugged at his lips. He rifled through a box, finding as many flat pieces of scrap as he could, and brought them over to the table. Taking his scribe out, he started to carve.
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      He worked well into the night. By the time he finally went to bed, a small mound of carved plates had built up on the ground by his feet.

      When the girls arrived the following morning, Angel resumed their lesson from the previous day. He gave them a few pointers for linking components together in the least obtrusive way, but most of his instruction was still theoretical.

      Both girls continued to make good progress, and Angel dismissed them when lunch came around, insisting that they spend the rest of the day relaxing before the tournament. Once they’d left, he went back to the project he’d started the previous night.

      When night started to fall again, there was a knock at his door. Angel blinked out of his work stupor and pushed the plate aside, rising and heading to check who was visiting. To his surprise, it was Tilly.

      “What brings you here?” Angel asked. “I hope you aren’t still working. You need rest before the tournament.”

      “It’s not work,” Tilly promised. “I just wanted to talk.”

      “Sure,” Angel said, heading back to his chair and sitting down. “Is it something to do with Dalliah?”

      “Yes, actually,” Tilly said, her eyebrows rising. “How did you know?”

      “Just a guess. What’s up?”

      “You’re leaving,” Tilly said flatly. “Magistrate Dalliah sent word through a telegraph saying that Wind Snake and you were heading off to challenge the Reawakening. How can you head off so soon after getting here?”

      “I’d love to stay and keep teaching you and Alison,” Angel said. He frowned and shrugged. “But I can’t. The Reawakening are too dangerous to just leave alone, and I don’t know how close they’re getting to their goals. If they succeed, I don’t even want to think about what will happen to the Barren.”

      “Who are you, Angel?” Tilly asked, crossing her arms. “A Seeker wandering around with more knowledge than our professors that knows Magistrate Dalliah on a first-name basis is hardly normal. That doesn’t even begin to mention your arm, which is clearly an incredibly powerful artifact at the minimum, or the intelligent System artifact you carry around.”

      “Why don’t you ask Dalliah?” Angel asked with a grin.

      “I did,” Tilly said, narrowing her eyes. “She said you’re trying to bring back Old World Magic. Why didn’t you tell me? After I said that I was trying to restore it myself, you could have at least mentioned that you were the closest person other than the Reawakening to actually do it!”

      “I could have,” Angel agreed. “But that wouldn’t have been nearly as fun. Besides, would it even have made a difference?”

      “Of course it would! I thought you were just doing this because Dalliah was paying you to babysit us,” Tilly snapped. “If I knew you were actually interested in improving the world more than coin, I might have shown you more respect from the start. I thought you were just some rich noble playing around.”

      “Wait, that’s why you were so standoffish?” Angel asked, taken aback. “I thought you were spying on me for Dalliah.”

      “Spying?” Tilly asked, her mouth falling agape. “By acting like a little shit? How would that ever work?”

      “I kind of figured you were trying to throw me off,” Angel admitted. “So you aren’t a spy?”

      “I don’t think Dalliah really has any desire to spy on you,” Tilly said dryly. “She’s practically throwing money at your group, isn’t she? Couldn’t she just threaten to pull her funding if you didn’t tell her what she wanted?”

      Angel cleared his throat. “You know what, this might not have been my wisest conclusion.”

      “You can’t be good at everything, I guess,” Tilly said, rolling her eyes. “But seriously, what can you do against the Reawakening? There’s just you, Wind Snake, and Lilian, right? The Reawakening have Old World Magic and control the Buried Gods.”

      “Even though you work for Dalliah, there’s only so much I can say,” Angel said, rubbing his chin. “The more you know, the more dangerous a slipup could be. Let’s just say that all three of us have our own talents.”

      “You think you can beat the Reawakening, then?”

      “All I can do is find out,” Angel said with a shrug. “If they’re the ones that bring back Old World Magic, there might not be much of the Barren left to enjoy it. They’ve got some of the Magistrates in their pockets as well. If I don’t do this, we may not have time to find someone else.”

      “Then I guess it’s selfish to ask you to stay and keep teaching us,” Tilly said. “I can’t complain, then. When are you going?”

      “Right after the tournament,” Angel replied. “I’ve got a lead that could give us an edge on the Reawakening. And no, I won’t say what that is.”

      “I wasn’t going to ask,” Tilly said. “Alison will be pretty crushed, though. She was at risk of losing her scholarship, you know. Vanessa tried a few things to help her, but you’re the first one that actually made any progress.”

      “She’s gotten what she needs from me,” Angel said. “Trust me, she’s going to be more than fine. I feel bad about ditching you both, but I’ll be leaving something to hopefully help your studies progress even if I’m not here.”

      Tilly’s gaze flicked to the huge pile of runes on and around his desk. Angel gave her an approving nod, and she picked one up. Her eyes widened.

      “I don’t recognize this rune.”

      “The explanation for how it works is on the back,” Angel said. “I haven’t gotten down everything I know, since that would take more time than I have. But there are several hundred runes there. It’s stuff I’ve picked up over the past years. It’ll give you both a huge advantage.”

      “Do you even realize how much this is worth?” Tilly asked in awe, picking up another plate. “Figuring out how runes work is really expensive. You could probably sell this for hundreds of Vei.”

      “I told you, I don’t care about money,” Angel said. “I don’t expect to see these floating around, though. These are for you and Alison. I won’t say they’re dangerous, but I wouldn’t trust one of the idiots teaching you with them. I want to make this very clear. You must practice drawing these runes until you can draw them perfectly before you attempt to power them. If you don’t, you might end up looking a lot more like me than you’d like.”

      He shook his mechanical arm for emphasis. Tilly paled and set the plate back down with a nod.

      “We’ll be careful. How long after the tournament are you leaving?”

      “As soon as it’s over, one way or another,” Angel said.

      “I see,” Tilly lowered her gaze. “Good luck, then. In case we don’t get another chance to talk privately before you leave.”

      “I’ll come back by Molten Ridges once the Reawakening are dealt with,” Angel promised. “I’ll expect you and Alison to show me how much progress you’ve made.”

      Tilly shook her head. “I don’t know how you can be so confident about fighting people who’ve been alive since the Great War. But, if anyone can do it, I think you can. I won’t tell Alison you’re leaving until after the tournament. She wouldn’t be able to concentrate. I’ll explain everything once it’s over.”

      “Much appreciated,” Angel said. “I’ll hopefully get a chance to say bye myself, but I’ve found that the world tends to move without asking my permission. You’re both going to be great Tinkerers. Just don’t let the idiots running this school corrupt you too badly.”

      Tilly laughed. “They aren’t that bad, Angel. They’re just set in their ways. You better not get killed by the Reawakening.”

      She left, closing the door behind her with a soft click.

      “I have added an addendum to my memory banks,” Blue informed Angel. “Your ability to spot spies has been set to zero. This will be taken into account in future analysis in order to ensure a more accurate answer.”

      “Gee, thanks,” Angel said dryly. He turned back to the table and picked his scribe up. It was dark, but there were still a few more usable hours left in the day. He had a lot more runes he wanted to get finished before he went to bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FORTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      He worked well through the night, falling asleep at his table before he could make it back to his own room. The following morning, Lilian and Silver woke him with a knock on the door.

      “Are you all ready to leave?” Lilian asked, eyeing the pile of metal scrap surrounding him.

      “I’ve got what I need as long as you guys took care of food,” Angel replied. “All that’s left is to watch the Tinkering competition and hopefully get Silver his bracelet the legal way.”

      “I wouldn’t object to the other method, truth be told,” Silver mused. “I’ve always wondered what it would be like to run from an entire city of guardsmen. It could be quite exciting.”

      “We’ll probably have a chance to do that sooner or later,” Angel said. “No need to rush if we can avoid it.”

      “You can figure this out later,” Lilian said. “I looked into the tournament, and it starts around midday. However, the Academy is opening up the gates so people from anywhere can watch. If we want a good seat to support your students, we should go now.”

      Angel nodded, and Lilian led them out of the workshop building and through the Academy streets. It was busier than usual. Students sat on street corners, trying to sell confections and baked goods to any passersby. A good number of the people wandering around didn’t wear any sort of Academy clothing, although they did all look quite wealthy.

      Lilian turned down the main street, heading towards a large open building shaped like a circle near the edge of the Academy grounds. A large portion of the growing crowd was moving in the same direction as they were.

      A line had already built at the entrance to the building when they got there. Two guards wearing heavy Magitech armor stood at the gates, letting people in one at a time. The three fell in the line, waiting their turn.

      It took nearly half an hour for them to reach the front. The guard’s gaze fell on Silver, and he inclined his head. “Ah. You’ve changed your mask, Wind Snake. I almost didn’t recognize you. Vanessa said you and your group would be attending. She’s got seats in row A and has requested that you join her.”

      “Good to know. Thanks,” Silver said, flipping him a coin as they passed. A huge amphitheater stretched out before them. Hundreds of rows of metal chairs encircled a large, raised stage where twenty people were standing in front of tables. Many of the chairs had already been taken, and there were a number of guards pacing through the arena. They seemed mostly concentrated near the bottom and front row.

      “Become a bit of a celebrity, have you?” Angel asked. “How’d you manage that?”

      “Working for Dalliah has its perks,” Silver replied. “Including being able to throw her weight around for trivial stuff. You’d be shocked at the discounts I can get.”

      “You use the Magistrate’s name to buy cheaper groceries?” Lilian asked, quirking an eyebrow.

      “Mostly snacks, actually,” Silver replied. “The guards thought the same until I got them some food as well. Remember, guards are the main and final line of defense. Whenever you need to get something or sneak somewhere, having the guards on your side will do just as much as a strong weapon.”

      They reached the front of the arena. A guard glanced at them, but he turned away when he recognized Silver. Vanessa sat near the middle of the row, Tom at her side. Angel hadn’t seen the large boy since the first time they’d met. When Vanessa spotted them, she waved in their direction.

      “When I heard that Tilly and Alison were competing, I had to come watch,” Vanessa said. “Are they really ready?”

      “As ready as they’ll get,” Angel replied. “If the competition is anything like their professors, they should have a decent chance of doing well. I don’t have a particularly high opinion of the Tinkerers here. They seem too comfortable with the standard and unwilling to actually seek new knowledge.”

      “A few of the competitors are older students,” Vanessa said. “No professors. They aren’t allowed to compete, since the competition is technically hosted by the Academy. Molten Ridges was built around it, so the Academy gets a huge say in anything that happens. There are also some travelling Tinkerers, but I don’t know anything about them.”

      “Then the situation is as ideal as it’ll ever be,” Angel said. He spotted Tilly and Alison at the righthand side of the front row and waved to them. They waved back. Both girls looked a little nervous.

      A man walked along the rows of tables, placing closed metal boxes on the table and telling the competitors something before moving on. It was too noisy in the crowd to hear what he was saying.

      All four of them sat back and watched people trickle in over the next few hours. A butler arrived at the front row, distributing drinks to all of them before vanishing as quickly as he had come.

      “Perks of being in the front seat,” Vanessa explained. “This row is reserved for Magistrates and their families.”

      A few minutes later, the flow of people entering the arena started to stem. People found their seats, and a tall man with a flowing beard that dangled near his knees climbed a raised platform in the center of the stage.

      He raised a small, rune-covered stick to his mouth and cleared his throat. The sound echoed throughout the amphitheater.

      “Welcome, one and all,” the man boomed. “We will be starting the Tinkering tournament shortly. We’re just waiting for everyone to get settled down. For those of you who don’t know or forgot, I’ll go back over the rules and prize, which are both quite simple. There are five judges, each of whom is an accomplished Tinkerer. Our twenty contestants will be asked to create the same artifact. The Tinkerer who creates the artifact that the most judges rate highly will win fifty Vei and an artifact that they may use as they please.”

      The crowd cheered, and the man shook his head good-naturedly. “The competition hasn’t even started yet, you rascals. Control yourselves. I will ask that you keep noise to a minimum while the contestants are working. Tinkering can be dangerous and difficult, and distractions could cause problems. Let’s begin now, and I’ll let you know when noise is permitted again. Sound good?”

      Silence washed over the arena, broken only by the occasional coughs and the sounds of people eating or drinking. The announcer gave everyone an award-winning smile.

      “Perfect. My name is Vonty, and I’ll be your announcer for today. My artifact can cast sound to specific areas, so don’t worry about anything I say. The contestants can’t hear me.”

      Vonty glanced back at a row of five distinguished-looking people. A woman at the end gave him a thumbs-up.

      “It looks like we’re just about ready to start,” Vonty said.

      On cue, the competitors reached into their boxes and started taking out components. From where Angel sat, he could recognize an energy source and a scribe amongst the parts. The others were too small to make anything out.

      “The goal of this Tinkering tournament is to create a device that can be used as a weapon using the parts laid out on the table,” Vonty called. “Given the current circumstances with the Reawakening, I think you all might know why Molten Ridges is looking for people adept at this sort of thing. The contestants are allowed to do whatever they’d like with their components, but they cannot interfere with each other. Once two hours have passed or all the competitors have finished, they will all demonstrate their creations. The time starts now, so keep your eyes on the stage and see what they make!”

      Several people got right to work, confident expressions on their faces. As Angel had expected, neither Alison nor Tilly picked up their scribe. They both stood, their eyes glazed in thought as they planned out their products.

      “They don’t know anything about weapons!” Vanessa whispered. “I guess Tilly might have seen some stuff my mom has, but not enough to reconstruct it. The topic is horrible for them.”

      “I think Alison might have more experience with explosives than anyone else on that stage,” Angel replied in the same hushed tone, a grin tugging at his lips. “And Tilly is resourceful. The question isn’t if they’ll do well – it’s if their competitors’ experience will overshadow their creativity.”
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      They fell silent as the Tinkerers onstage got to work. After several minutes, Tilly got to work. Alison started about five minutes later. She was one of the last people to begin carving.

      It was difficult to see exactly what the competitors were doing on the stage. Angel quickly made his mind up that Tinkering tournaments were a horrible decision, as it mostly felt like sitting around and watching a bunch of people stare at a pile of scrap.

      “Why don’t they just have people make their stuff before the tournament?” Angel complained in a low whisper. “Surely they could send some judges to watch over the competitors so nobody cheated. This feels pointlessly long.”

      “It’s to prove that there isn’t any chance of foul play,” Vanessa replied. “Since we can see everything they’re doing, we know that it’s actually them that made the artifact.”

      “I can think of a dozen ways to cheat right now,” Angel said. “There could be someone in the crowd using a short-range communication device to give them advice. I don’t see any protective runes on the stage to interfere with it.”

      Vanessa shrugged. “It’s just how things are done, I guess. Why didn’t you participate, anyways? I’m sure you could have done well.”

      “Because I want to see what the girls can do. Even if it apparently means sitting here doing nothing for an hour.”

      They fell silent once again. Angel squinted at the stage, doing his best to figure out what was going on. He spotted several people making what he was pretty sure were little more than modified canister launchers.

      Alison’s and Tilly’s designs were both too far from complete for him to put a finger on exactly what they were doing. After a few minutes, Alison raised her hand and got Vonty’s attention. He wandered over to her, and she said something that Angel couldn’t hear.

      Vonty looked taken aback. He scratched his head, then eventually nodded. Alison got back to work with a small grin.

      An hour passed without anything of interest. All of the Tinkerers made significant progress on their constructs. Some people started to finish up, setting their work down on the table before them and starting to examine it for any flaws they might have missed.

      With every passing minute, more competitors set their work down. Tilly finished around the middle of the pack. She’d made what looked to be a rough gauntlet from her parts. It didn’t cover her entire hand and was held together by a wire mesh. Tilly had made plating with pieces of scrap metal, and lines of magic ran along it, coming from the power source at the back.

      Alison had followed something of a similar approach to the structure, but she looked to be far behind. She’d also created a wire mesh, but there were no plates or other components connected to it yet.

      “About half of the competitors have finished their products,” Vonty called, rubbing his beard. “I’m seeing a lot of gauntlets. We’ve gathered some standard-issue canisters with fire magic for the purposes of testing them. I’m quite eager to see how much damage they do. As a reminder, there’s only one hour left for our Tinkerers to finish up their work. Let’s hope they can all finish before the time runs out!”

      Minutes ticked by, and tension started to rise. Tilly finalized her checkup of the gauntlet and nodded confidently, cracking her neck and glancing back at Alison.

      Not counting her, there were only two Tinkerers left who had yet to finish. Low murmurs started in the crowd as people started to try to guess who might win.

      One of the three finished a short while later, leaving Alison and a thin, gangly Tinkerer as the last two remaining people working.

      “There are now ten minutes left,” Vonty said. “Let’s hope they’re taking longer because their artifacts are really complicated.”

      A few chuckles rose from the crowd, but people did their best to follow Vonty’s request for silence. Angel gripped the armrests of his chair, leaning forward subconsciously as time ran out.

      The gangly Tinkerer put his artifact, which resembled a boxy dagger, down and slapped his hands on the table with a relieved sigh. Everyone’s eyes fell on Alison. If she noticed it, she gave no sign.

      Her scribe continued dancing across the surface of her artifact. She’d added the power source to the side, but the wire mesh was still completely bare.

      “There’s one minute remaining,” Vonty said. “I might have to start counting down the second–”

      Alison put the gauntlet down and stepped back from the table. Vonty blinked, then clapped his hands.

      “And it looks like she’s finished! That’s everyone, so we can finally get on to the next part. Feel free to cheer, scream, or whatever you’d like! There is no longer a need for silence. Go on, get it out of you.”

      The crowd yelled in approval. Several assistants climbed onto the stage, bearing white and red targets covered with runes. They set them up along the edge of the stage.

      “These targets have been runed to withstand incredible impact,” Vonty explained once the crowd quieted down. “Each competitor will demonstrate the strength of their weapon by using it to attack one of the targets. The judges will either give a thumbs-up or a thumbs-down. I’m sure you can imagine what those mean. Now, would anyone like to volunteer to go first?”

      A heavyset Tinkerer pushed his way up to the targets. He’d made a weapon roughly in the shape of a staff, with the power source at the top and runes running down the shaft. “I’ll go.”

      “Help yourself, Teggron. Let’s skip the formalities, so go ahead and give your weapon a shot. Do you need a canister to use your weapon?”

      “No.” Teggron aimed the staff at a target and adjusted his grip on it. A beam of yellow energy gathered at its tip and seared into the target like a beam of sunlight. Smoke rose from the surface, and the Tinkerer held the beam for several seconds before the light blinked out.

      “An impressive weapon!” Vonty exclaimed. “Let’s see what the judges think.”

      The five men and women leaned in and whispered amongst each other for a minute. Two of them raised their hands in approval, while the other three all gave thumbs-down. Teggron’s mouth dropped open.

      “You’re full of shit! My weapon could burn a man alive in seconds!” Teggron roared, waving it around.

      “If you’ve got complaints about the judging, you may bring it up with the Molten Ridges city council,” Vonty said with practiced ease.

      Teggron growled, but he spun and stormed off the stage. Vonty cleared his throat and extended his hands. “Alright, then. Who’s next?”

      Several Tinkerers stepped forward. None of them looked perturbed by Teggron’s disappointing defeat. However, the next few all received similar or worse ratings. One man’s artifact didn’t even work at all, netting him zero approvals.

      Some of the weapons used canisters, while others ran on the user’s magic or the power source. It didn’t seem to matter what the Tinkerers chose – none of them got above three thumbs-up.

      Soon, only five people had yet to go. The thin man who had finished right before Alison stepped up to the targets.

      “What do you have for us, Alister? If I recall correctly, you placed second in the tournament last year,” Vonty said.

      “Magic modifier,” Alister replied, holding up a claw-shaped apparatus. “It amplifies the pressure in a canister, then releases it in a thin stream to maximize the damage. It mixes my own magic with that of the canister.”

      He fitted a canister into it and aimed the tool at one of the targets. The claws punched into the canister, and energy sparked around it. A ray of flame shot out of the end, searing into the target. It burned a hole clean through the runed metal and punched into the stage on the other side, setting it on fire.

      Alister shut the artifact off, and Vonty ran over to the fire, stomping it out.

      “I can do that two more times if I had more magical energy,” Alister said. “This design isn’t optimized yet. If I had more time, I could have done it three.”

      “Very impressive,” Vonty said. “Although I’m afraid this will have to be judged on what you’ve shown, not what its potential is.”

      “That’s understandable,” Alister said.

      The judges didn’t take long to come to a conclusion. Four thumbs rose into the air in approval. Cheers rippled through the crowd.

      “That’s a high score, all right,” Vonty exclaimed. “Let’s see if anyone can tie it up – or maybe even beat him. There are still four Tinkerers left, after all!”

      A woman approached the targets and tested her weapon, but she only got two judges to approve. Before someone could take the next spot, Tilly stepped up, donning her glove.

      “You’re one of the youngest contestants we’ve ever had, Tilly,” Vonty said. “Someone must have a lot of faith in you. What do you have for us, and does it need a canister?”

      “It’s a gauntlet that saves residual energy,” Tilly said, pride in her tone. “It’s something I’ve been working on a while as a side project for Magistrate Dalliah, and I realized that the pattern could be applied in a weapon.”

      “Saving residual energy?” Vonty asked, raising an eyebrow. He handed her a canister. “Interesting. Let’s see it, then.”

      Tilly fitted it into the gauntlet and aimed at the targets. A fireball launched from her palm and struck one, sending a plume of smoke up. Another fireball fired. And another. And another. A total of ten blasts shot from her gauntlet. By the end, a thick cloud of smoke hung over the targets.

      “That’s something else,” Vonty murmured. “Very impressive, Tilly. I’ve never seen so many spells come from a single canister. Let’s check in with the–”

      Before he could finish, four of the judges raised their thumbs in approval, tying Tilly with Alister. There was a moment of silence, followed by a deluge of cheers from the crowd. Tilly flushed.

      Once they’d calmed down, everyone’s gazes went to the last two remaining contestants – Alison and an older man. The older man went first, drawing out a decent three thumbs-up with his device.

      And then it was Alison’s turn. She walked up to the targets nervously, slipping the gauntlet on nervously.

      “And last but not least, Alison. You cut it a bit close there, didn’t you?” Vonty asked with a chuckle. “You’re our other youngest contestant, if you hadn’t guessed. I’m excited to see just what you can do. What does your artifact do?”

      “It’s just an energy cannon,” Alison said and raised her arm. A few seconds passed. She lowered it and cleared her throat. “Could you move? You’re a little too close to the targets.”

      Vonty blinked. “I’m not even close to them.”

      Alison stared at him. The announcer shrugged and walked behind Alison. “Is this fine?”

      “It is. Thank you.” Alison lifted her hand again. A dull hum rose from the gauntlet. The power source flared, and red light gathered at her fingertips. With a muted thud, a pulse of energy leapt from her gauntlet with such force that the metal mesh ripped apart.

      The energy slammed into a target and exploded. A brilliant flash blinded Angel, and a shock wave washed over the first row, blowing Angel’s hair back. It took several seconds for the ringing in his ears to fade away and his vision to return.

      There was nothing left of Alison’s target but molten slag. Her artifact hadn’t done much better. She pulled the shattered remains of the gauntlet off and examined them with a critical eye. Vonty’s mouth hung so wide open that Angel could have tossed an apple into it.
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      “I don’t know how to describe what I just saw. What incredible destructive power,” Vonty said, looking from the target to Alison in disbelief.

      “I should have put some more shielding runes on it,” Alison mused. “I just ran out of time, so it didn’t work exactly how I planned it to.”

      Alister slipped away from the crowd of shocked Tinkerers and practically snatched the gauntlet out of Alison’s hands. He turned it over, a frown forming on his face. “Hmm. Interesting. All of your core runework is fried. It’s impossible to tell what it was.”

      “I’m sure the judges can still come to a conclusion based on what they saw,” Vonty said. “There is no requirement for the construct to survive testing, although I’m certain that the destruction of Alison’s artifact will be taken into account.”

      “I’m sure it will,” Alister said, handing the artifact back to Alison. His eyes lingered on her a moment longer than natural before he headed back to join the other Tinkerers.

      The judges deliberated for several minutes over Alison’s creation. Anxious murmurs ran through both the crowd and the other competitors. Alison had tried to position herself behind a desk to take a little cover from the thousands of stares bearing down on her.

      Finally, the judges stopped talking and turned to face the competitors. A hush fell over the arena as all five of them raised their hands, thumbs pointed to the sky. The crowd erupted in a massive cheer, and the Tinkerers joined in with a mixture of disbelief and congratulatory yells.

      “Would you look at that,” Silver said. “She actually did it. I have to admit that I’m a little disappointed, though. There was a significant part of me that was just salivating to see what I could get away with liberating from Molten Ridges.”

      “I think you would have whined either way,” Angel replied, rising to his feet to give a standing ovation. “Just be happy for Tilly and Alison. They both did a brilliant job.”

      Once the noise finally started to die down, Vonty cleared his throat to gather everyone’s attention.

      “What an upset, ladies and gents. I’m sure you’re all quite glad you were able to make it today. We had some truly brilliant competitors, and I’d like to give a special reminder that we had two other contestants that received the approval of four judges. Such a performance is often enough to win the tournament entirely, so please give one more round of applause for Tilly and Alister!”

      Cheers rocked the arena again. Alister nodded, a self-satisfied expression on his face as if this were only natural. A small flush crept into Tilly’s cheeks, but she kept her composure and waved to the crowd.

      Vonty revealed a plain bronze bracelet and placed it into Alison’s hands. He whispered something into her ear, and she nodded, eyes going wide.

      “That’ll be it, everyone! Please feel free to come down to the stage in an orderly fashion if you’d like to greet any of the Tinkerers! I’m sure there are more than a few of you clamoring to figure out if you can hire some of the brilliant talent we’ve seen displayed today. Don’t forget that any commissions made through Molten Ridges must pay the appropriate finder’s fee to the city council.”

      Guards spread themselves out amongst the crowd, their imposing figures ensuring that nobody got too unruly as the Tinkerers dispersed. Tilly and Alison both hopped off the stage and walked over to join Angel and the others.

      “You were both amazing!” Vanessa exclaimed, pulling them into a hug. “My mom is going to be ecstatic. You better get ready for a great job offer, Alison. Just don’t take it immediately. You might find a better offer from someone else, and you should make sure to get paid what you’re worth.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be trying to make her work for you no matter what?” Silver asked with a chuckle. “Telling your potential workers to find other employers isn’t the best business move.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re going to make me explain my ideals again,” Vanessa said, piercing Silver with a playful yet challenging stare. “Alison and Tilly are my friends first and foremost.”

      Silver grunted, raising his hands in defeat. “Sorry, sorry.”

      “You did brilliantly as well, Tilly,” Angel said. “That was a very well made artifact. It’s given me some ideas that I hadn’t even considered before. Dalliah was wise to rope you in this young.”

      “Thanks,” Tilly said, giving him a small grin. “Alison was much more impressive, though.”

      “I had an unfair advantage that they didn’t consider. I asked Vonty, but he said we could use as much magical power as we had since there was very little variation in it,” Alison said, blushing. “And I’ve also got a lot of experience blowing things up.”

      They all burst into laughter. Angel studied Tilly through the mirth, but she did genuinely seem happy for her friend.

      “This is what you wanted, right?” Alison asked, holding the bronze band out to Silver.

      He took it with a gleeful cackle. “It is. If you ever want to join a bandit crew, send me a telegraph.”

      “I thought you quit that?” Vanessa asked, narrowing her eyes.

      “More like a leave of absence.” Silver slipped the bracelet onto his wrist. “I do promise to refrain from kidnapping in the future, though. I’ll stick with robbing.”

      “You can do this later,” Angel said, interrupting them as he spotted Alister headed in their direction. “We’re about to have company.”

      The lanky tinkerer arrived before the group and inclined his head. “Miss Vanessa, I believe?”

      “I am,” Vanessa said with a polite nod, slipping into her Magistrate-in-training mode. “You had a fantastic performance.”

      “It was adequate,” Alister allowed. “I apologize for intruding, but I wanted to speak with Alison and Tilly.”

      “About what?” Tilly asked.

      “It is a matter of an important nature. It might be wise to seek a more private area to discuss it,” Alister said.

      “Everyone here is completely trustworthy,” Tilly said. “And it’s so loud that I doubt anyone in the other rows can hear us.”

      Alister shrugged. “Very well. I have been contracted by Molten Ridges to begin my work as a teacher this year. I am going to be one of the teachers in the Tinkering department. My goal for coming here was to locate talented apprentices, and given your performance in the tournament, you both fit.”

      “What are the terms?” Vanessa asked cautiously.

      “In exchange for personal tutelage, you will both agree to assist me in any projects I am working on during your stay at the Academy and two years after graduation.”

      “I’ve already got a contract to work for Magistrate Dalliah after I graduate,” Tilly said. “I can’t accept anything that would interfere with that.”

      “That’s acceptable,” Alister replied. “I have worked under her employ on occasion, so I am certain we could come to a deal. My services are in high demand, so I doubt she would object to you occasionally lending me a hand. I can match whatever she offered you as well. Money is not a concern.”

      Alison scratched the back of her head. “That’s a really kind offer, but what can you teach us? We’ve already got a very talented tutor. He taught me everything I used in this tournament, so if I’m dedicating that much time to you, I’d want proof that it would be worth it.”

      “A tutor taught you this? It wasn’t the Academy?” Alister asked, cocking his head. “Introduce me. I presume that if I am able to impress your tutor, you would be amenable to working under me?”

      “I would consider it very strongly if he approved of you,” Alison said, glancing at Angel. “He’s standing right there.”

      “Hello,” Angel said cheerfully.

      Alister turned, visibly reevaluating Angel. “You?”

      “Me.”

      “I see. You heard my offer, then. Do you have any objections?”

      “You do seem capable enough,” Angel admitted. “But I believe you promised to prove your skills? I’ve got a challenge for you to do that.”

      “Share it, then,” Alister said.

      “Let’s make a hypothetical scenario. I need to power a magical construct that draws a great amount of energy, but I don’t have a sufficient energy source. There are replacements, but they don’t last very long. What set of runes could I use to prolong the effects of a weaker power source?”

      “That’s a poorly designed system,” Alister said with a frown. “You’re asking for something that’s nearly impossible. A power source is usually either powerful for short amounts of time or weaker for longer periods. Something that did both would be equivalent to a relic.”

      “Humor me,” Angel said. “I just want to know your best attempt.”

      Alister rubbed his chin. “My answer is that it is impossible to create such a device in any reasonable fashion. I’m certain a relic that could do that task exists, but it would be a worthless response. However, the best way to solve this problem is not with a single device but with multiple. I would construct a relay that intermittently swapped out a number of powerful, short-time-use power sources, charging the ones not in use. It would be incredibly expensive, but I am presuming that cost is not an issue.”

      Angel considered the man’s answer. Alister had thought outside the constraints of the question, which was a good sign. It meant he wasn’t caught in rigid thinking and had flexibility to adapt to situations. He clearly had a decent understanding of runes from the weapon he’d made.

      “Do you know anything about him, Vanessa?” Angel asked.

      “He’s relatively well known for being a good Tinkerer. I can’t speak for his personality.”

      “Then, so long as Alison and Tilly are willing, I don’t see why you shouldn’t teach them. I’m sure Vanessa will draft something up that has adequate rules so that neither party can take advantage of the other,” Angel said. As far as he could tell, Alister seemed sincere in his desire to teach them. He knew as well as anyone that good help was hard to come by, and Angel might have been tempted to try to hire the girls himself if he weren’t about to face the Reawakening.

      “I’d be more than happy to assist,” Vanessa said with a predatory grin. “Let’s go find somewhere quiet, Alister. We have a lot to discuss.”
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      “I have a room in the Seeker’s Watch Inn that should be adequate,” Alister said. “Meet me there in an hour.”

      He headed off, pushing through the crowd and ignoring anyone who tried to get his attention. Angel wished he’d had more time to see what the man had to offer, but he couldn’t afford to keep delaying.

      “I’m going to need your help for this one, Tom,” Vanessa said. The large boy hadn’t said a single thing throughout the entire tournament, and Angel had completely forgotten he was there. Tom gave Vanessa a single nod. He clearly wasn’t a man of many words.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Vanessa said. “Unless anyone wants to speak with some new fans?”

      Alison shuddered. “Please no. I think I’m about to deflate. The faster we can get out of here, the better.”

      Vanessa stood, and several guards fell in around them, forming a spearhead to push through the crowd. People called out compliments and requests of varying levels of politeness to the girls, but the presence of the guards kept anyone from doing much more than that.

      He scanned the crowd as they passed. It was almost like a fashion contest in the lower rows. One person wore robes that looked like they were fit for a king. A shimmer caught his eye as he briefly made eye contact with a man wearing entirely bronze armor covered with runes that Angel was surprised to realize he didn’t know all of.

      Unfortunately, there was no time to stop and chat. The guards herded them forward. They escaped the arena without difficulty and retreated deeper into the Academy grounds. When the crowd thinned out enough, the guards broke away and returned to the amphitheater. Vanessa led everyone over to a large bench at the edge of a grassy courtyard and sat down.

      “It’s nicer out here than going back inside,” she explained.

      “I can’t argue with that,” Angel said, peering at the grass. He resisted the urge to pluck a blade and instead leaned back, staring up at the sky.

      “So, when are you leaving?” Alison asked.

      Angel choked on his saliva, sitting straight up. “What? How did you know?”

      “You never would have considered another teacher if you weren’t,” Alison replied. “You’re much too confident in your own skills.”

      “She’s saying you’re arrogant,” Silver chimed in.

      “I don’t need that from you even if she isn’t wrong,” Angel snapped. His tone softened, and he frowned. “Well spotted, though. I’m leaving today. Probably right after this conversation.”

      Alison nodded her understanding, repressing a frown. It took her a few moments to say anything more. “I understand. I think I knew you wouldn’t be here long, even though I wish you could have stayed longer.”

      “Alister seems capable enough,” Angel said. “I think he can take over your instruction. Honestly, you’d do great even without him. Both you and Tilly have the tools and talent in your skill sets to be great Tinkerers. All that remains now is time and experience.”

      “Only because you helped me,” Alison said. “I never would have figured out what was wrong with me without you.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with you,” Angel corrected. “You’ve got a double-edged gift. So long as you use it properly, you’ll be able to do things that nobody else can even dream of. Just keep in mind its limitations, because it also means that there are things everyone else can do that you can’t. The first step to power is understanding yourself.”

      “Now you sound like the professors,” Tilly said with a laugh.

      Angel shuddered. “I’ve been here too long, then. That’s the last thing I want to hear. Vanessa, would it be possible to keep my workshop reserved for Tilly and Alison?”

      “I suppose so,” Vanessa said. “Mom will probably be giving Tilly some private projects soon anyways, and she’ll offer the same to Alison if she signs on. I can ask to keep your room for them. Why?”

      “I’ve left a little gift,” he replied. “It’s best that the exact contents are hidden to avoid trouble. It’ll take them some time to go through all of it, and they’ll need somewhere to experiment.”

      “Not to mention bringing all of it out of the room would probably take an hour,” Tilly said dryly. “I’m pretty sure you used every piece of scrap in there.”

      “Such gratitude for my hard work,” Angel said. “I’m sure you’ll make use of it, though.”

      “We will,” Tilly promised. “What should we do with it after we’re done?”

      “Whatever you want,” Angel replied with a shrug. “I don’t care. Melt it, sell it, or frame it on your wall. I didn’t invent the runes, I just found them. Although there are a few in there that are a bit more dangerous. I’ve marked them with an x – learn those last and destroy them. We don’t need to accidentally arm our enemies.”

      “You think the Reawakening have agents here?” Vanessa asked, her face going pale.

      “They’ve probably got agents everywhere,” Angel replied. “I bet a lot of the agents don’t even realize who they’re working for. The Reawakening have been around for hundreds of years. They’ve probably got their fingers deep in every single city in the Barren.”

      “Which is why we need to move quickly,” Lilian said. “I don’t know what they’ve accomplished while we were here, but I’m sure it’s nothing good.”

      “It’s fine,” Angel said. “Coming here was a good decision. I don’t regret it at all, but Lilian’s right about us having to move quickly. Our vacation is coming to an end.”

      “Then all I can do is wish you good luck,” Vanessa said, clenching her hands. “I’ll see if I can do anything to find some of the Reawakening spies and feed them misinformation.”

      “You’ll come back soon, right?” Alison asked. “After you deal with the Reawakening.”

      “It’ll be just like a quick grocery trip. I’ll drop by, destroy the Reawakening, and be back in time for dinner,” Angel said.

      Alison and Tilly rolled their eyes in unison, and Angel laughed. They sat there for a few more minutes, watching the sun track through the sky overhead. Finally, Angel rose to his feet and stretched. Silver and Lilian followed him up.

      “Well then,” Angel said, clearing his throat. “Ah, shit. I’m not good at this. Keep at your studies, girls. I’m expecting to be hearing legends about your prowess before I get back.”

      “With that gift you left us, you very well might,” Tilly said.

      “What did he leave us?” Alison asked.

      “Come on, I’ll show you. Otherwise, Angel will stand there awkwardly shuffling until it’s the middle of the night.”

      “Hey!” Angel complained. “I’m still your teacher. Where’s my respect?”

      Tilly stuck her tongue out. “You’re on suspension until you get back. That just makes you a Tinkerer. If you want respect, you’ll have to make it back and teach us again.”

      She grabbed Alison and pulled her down the path. Alison jogged to keep up with her, turning to wave over her shoulder and mouth ‘thank you’ before they turned down a building and vanished.

      “You’ve done a lot for them,” Vanessa said. “Thank you, Angel.”

      “I just did what the professors should have.”

      “Not just Alison,” Vanessa said. “Tilly was pretty lonely. I think she felt like she was the only person that was serious about trying to improve the world instead of just making money. Considering the Academy is almost entirely filled by people that are only here because their parents are rich or influential, I can’t blame her. But that feeling made it so that she refused to interact with people as equals. I’m not sure how, but you broke her out of it.”

      “I’m pretty sure I just acted like more of an asshole than she was until she had no choice but to hang out with Alison since she was the lesser of the two evils,” Angel said with a laugh. “But I’m glad I was able to help.”

      “Whatever you did, it worked,” Vanessa said. “Good luck, Angel.”
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      Silver led them across Academy grounds and to the hangar, where Captain Jameson was waiting for them at the desk. He rose, grabbing his mask from the table and fastening it over his face.

      “You’re heading off on Magistrate Dalliah’s orders, are you?”

      “We are,” Silver said. “Keep my spot in the hangar open. You never know when I’ll need it again. But, at the same time, maybe forget I took this chopper. If it blows up, I’d rather not have Dalliah coming after me for the cost.”

      “I’ll treat you the same as all of Magistrate Dalliah’s other agents.” Jameson led them through the metal halls toward the hangar at the top of the building.

      Silver rubbed his hands together when they got to his chopper. He hopped into the captain’s seat and rocked back with a sigh. “Ah, I’ve missed this.”

      “You’re cleared for takeoff,” Jameson said, giving them a sharp nod. “Make sure to keep the doors closed and windows up so the harmful gas doesn’t get in your lungs. You could get sick.”

      “We’ll keep that in mind,” Angel said. “Stay safe, Captain. Thank you for your service.”

      Jameson saluted and marched back into the hall. Silver pulled his mask off and tossed it onto the dash, then made a face and lowered a window slightly before bringing the chopper to life.

      “Choking on the exhaust is half the fun,” Silver proclaimed. “Everyone ready?”

      “As ready as we’ll ever be,” Angel said. “Take us up.”

      “With pleasure.” Silver pressed several buttons on the console, bringing dozens of screens to life. With dramatic flair, he slid a lever forward with a single finger. The blades beat to life above them, and the chopper lifted into the sky.

      Molten Ridges shrank beneath them. A wave of heat washed through the chopper as it passed over the air rising from the bubbling pool of lava behind the city. Angel watched it start to shrink in the distance, then turned back to the console and shook his head.

      “Right. Can you bring a map up? I’ll show you where we need to go.”

      Silver tapped a button on the console, and a map of the Barren sprang to life. Angel scanned it, then pointed at an area northeast of Churning Sands. “It should be in this area. It’s been a few weeks, but Great Catacombs don’t move particularly fast, especially if dumb Seekers are still killing themselves in it.”

      “If I recall, that’s where you slipped my grasp,” Silver observed. “Did you already have some sort of an agreement with the catacomb? For that matter, is that even possible? I didn’t realize catacombs had any level of intelligence.”

      “Great Catacombs do,” Angel said. “And no, I didn’t have a preexisting agreement. I’m just very persuasive and managed to convince it that killing me wasn’t worth the hassle.”

      “So you narrowly escaped, and we’re headed straight back to it now,” Silver said. “What makes you so sure that the catacomb won’t just eat you this time?”

      “My incredible charm,” Angel replied. “Besides, it’s not like you’ll be in danger. You’ll have to stay with the chopper so someone doesn’t make off with it. Lilian and I will be the ones that go inside.”

      “And if you don’t come out, then I’ll have to go in after you,” Silver grumbled. “My very generous paycheck largely depends on you not being dead.”

      “Well, I’ll do my best to avoid hurting your finances,” Angel said with a chuckle. “How long is the trip?”

      “A few days,” Silver replied after quickly checking the map. “I hope you brought some thumbs to twiddle.”

      Angel sighed, pushing a lever near the bottom of his seat to tilt it back, and crossed his hands behind his head. Despite his words, he wasn’t very confident in his plan. He had even more relics than he did the last time he’d been in the Great Catacomb. There was a very good chance it would do everything in its power to kill him.

      It wasn’t like there was much in the way of other options, though. He needed a place with high magical energy for Blue to reconnect with the System, and a Great Catacomb’s core room had the highest magical energy out of all the locations he could think of. He closed his eyes and yawned. There was a long flight ahead of them.

      True to Silver’s word, the trip took several days. They swapped out manning the controls so that they could all rest, but nothing of any interest happened during the trip other than a few monsters on the ground eyeing them with interest.

      When Churning Sands came into view, Angel and Lilian breathed a sigh of relief. Silver glared at them.

      “Don’t sound so happy. There’s nothing wrong with traveling in a chopper. It’s vastly superior to scurrying around on the desert floor, dodging every creature that wants to take a bite out of your juicy posterior.”

      “It’s cramped,” Angel said.

      “And smells like exhaust,” Lilian added, sending a pointed glance at the open window. Silver rolled it down another inch, then sent her a challenging stare.

      Churning Sands passed beneath them sometime later. Angel flipped his eyepiece down and scanned the desert as it sped beneath them, searching for any signs of magic. He had Silver fly the chopper in a zigzag pattern so he didn’t accidentally miss something.

      After several minutes, Angel spotted a tiny mote of orange light. He directed Silver towards it, and the former bandit lowered the chopper, bringing them closer to the desert floor.

      Angel directed Silver as the mote became a line and then a dark mass deep in the desert beneath them.

      “This is it,” Angel said. “Bring us lower so Lilian and I can hop out.”

      The chopper dipped farther. Silver brought them down until they were just a few feet above the sand. Wind from the aircraft’s blades kicked up the sand beneath them, spraying it in all directions.

      “Any guess on how long this will take?” Silver asked as Angel and Lilian double-checked their gear.

      “It could be anywhere from a single day to a week,” Angel said. “It depends on if we have to fight our way to the core or not.”

      “Well, that’s just great,” Silver complained. “Am I supposed to fly around for a week doing nothing?”

      “If we aren’t out today, you can always head to Churning Sands and stay there for a little,” Angel suggested. “Although you’d have to worry about people stealing the chopper, then.”

      “Nobody steals from Captain Silver.”

      “Captain Silver is dead,” Angel reminded him.

      “It’s the thought that counts,” Silver replied. “I’ll figure out a new name and impress it on anyone that feels like trying me. If you aren’t out of there by the end of the week, I’m going to tell Dalliah you found a Vyrg and jumped inside its mouth to see if you could fit. Maybe she’ll only dock my pay instead of cutting it.”

      “What’s she paying you, anyways?” Angel asked. “From the way you talk about it, I feel like it’s more than a few Vei a week.”

      “Let’s just say I’m a very wealthy man,” Silver said with a chuckle. “I’ve got enough coin to live comfortably for the rest of all of our lives, if I was a boring old sod that valued safety over fun.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind when we’re figuring out who has to pay for something,” Angel said. Before Silver could protest, he pushed the chopper’s door open and hopped out. Lilian followed him, landing on the sand a short distance to his side.

      “Make it quick!” Silver yelled over the chopper. It rose back into the air.

      “Are you going to attack the ground again?” Lilian asked once they could hear themselves think again.

      “No need,” Angel replied, continuing to examine the ground with his eyepiece. “It’s headed our way. Any minute now…”

      The ground rumbled right on time. Sand bucked and shifted beneath their feet, turning into a sinkhole. It expanded around them and vanished beneath their feet, sending both plummeting into the darkness.
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      Runes on the ground glowed in greeting, slowing their fall to a gentle stop. Angel had almost expected the area to be different, but it looked unchanged. Huge disks of runes lay underneath their feet, and a pair of double doors stood before them, waiting.

      Angel immediately set about finding the runes needed to open the entrance. Lilian joined him. It was considerably easier than the first time they’d been in the Great Catacomb, and it only took the two a few minutes to locate them all. Lilian pressed the final rune, sending a mote of magic into it.

      The double doors ground open, and a thick cloud of smog rolled out from the top, revealing a brass-covered room. The top of it was completely obscured by thick smoke pouring out from valves along the walls, and there were several doors along the walls. It wasn’t the room they’d seen the first time they’d entered this catacomb.

      “So, how are we doing this?” Lilian asked as Angel started inside.

      “I’m going to try to talk to the core,” Angel replied. “Maybe it’ll recognize me. I just want to get inside it first. I don’t know how strong its senses are when we’re out here.”

      The floor was devoid of any Old World Magic traps, and aside from the machinery surrounding the doors, the room seemed to be completely empty. Angel cleared his throat and glanced around.

      “Ah, can you hear me? I was here a few weeks ago.”

      Silence was his only answer. Unperturbed, Angel continued, “I’d like to speak with you again. I know you want my relics, but we’ve established that getting them from me will cause you more damage than they’re worth. I brought some gifts for you, though.”

      Angel took one of the artifacts that they’d taken from the bandits on the barge – a disk that created a small projection – and held it out. “Free of charge. I just want to spend a few minutes in your core room, and then I’ll be gone. I won’t take anything.”

      A puff of smoke from a valve hit him in the face. Angel coughed, waving it away while Lilian chuckled.

      “Are you sure you actually spoke to it?” Lilian asked. “I know Great Catacombs have rudimentary intelligence, and the one we repaired certainly seemed smart, but are you sure this one is too? Did it ever speak to you?”

      “Well, no,” Angel admitted. “But it understood me. It used light signals to show what it wanted.”

      Lilian raised her hands. “I don’t see any lights here. Maybe it can’t answer you?”

      “Or it doesn’t recognize me,” Angel mused. “I never considered how a catacomb processes information. For some reason, I figured it could just see us. But now that I think about it, I don’t see anything here that would let it have a visual on us.”

      “It certainly knew where we were,” Lilian said. “It found us in the desert.”

      “Right,” Angel said. “But that was with magic sense, similar to how my eyepiece works. It might not actually know who it caught, just that it got someone.”

      “Then we need to show it,” Lilian said, catching on. “And the way you’re speaking makes me think you’ve got a method for that.”

      “I do,” Angel said, splaying the fingers of his metal hand. “You might want to step back.”

      His palm hissed, a hole opening as a metal tube poked out from it. Blue energy lit between the plates on his arm as it started to hum. Lilian took Angel’s advice, moving to the back of the room and ducking back into the hallway as the light grew brighter.

      The plates on his arm rose, energy crackling with incredible intensity. His improvised cooling system churned into overdrive, circulating cooling liquid through the relic as quickly as possible to keep it from burning him.

      Angel placed his hand against the metal floor, and the revolver in his arm spun, loading a canister. He steadied himself and set his stance. Then he fired. Steam erupted from the back of his arm, diffusing heat and steadying him. Stone cracked beneath his feet as the earth spell dug into the floor and tore across the room, rending metal with a violent screech. He took cover behind his arm.

      The spell struck the wall and erupted like a volcano, sending shrapnel and rock flying everywhere. Glass shattered, spraying bright blue fluid across the floor as metal groaned under the weight of fallen components.

      A large gear crashed to the ground with a resounding bang. Angel winced, glancing up at the wreckage he’d caused. The wall he’d inadvertently attacked looked like it had been attacked by a giant, furious cat.

      Large rents from flying parts covered what little of the area Angel hadn’t completely demolished. Lilian peeked out from within the hallway while he inspected his arm.

      “Is that your empowered earth canister?”

      “Yep,” Angel replied, glancing up. His arm was still overheated, but he wasn’t getting burned. As long as he didn’t try to shoot another empowered spell for a little while, it would be perfectly fine. “Works pretty well, although I might reconsider using it in closed spaces. Better than lightning though, as I’d rather not get electrocuted by my own magic.”

      “Understandable,” Lilian said. “So, did it work?”

      Angel shrugged. “I was hoping it would recognize my magic somehow. If it’s more advanced than my System artifact, there’s a good chance it has some way to do that. Give it a moment.”

      Lilian shrugged, leaning against a wall to wait. Angel glanced around the room and rubbed his chin. “Well, crap. Maybe it doesn’t–”

      The floor shuddered. A portion of stone in the center of the floor caved in, crumbling away as a thin hole formed. It continued down at an angle, disappearing into the darkness far below them. Angel and Lilian both edged closer to it.

      “Well, it heard us,” Angel said. “What do you think the chances are that this hole leads straight into a spike pit?”

      “Fifty-fifty,” Lilian said. “And that’s probably being far more optimistic than I should be.”

      Angel pulled Blue out of his travel pack and activated the orb. It lit with faint blue light and scanned its surroundings.

      “Hello, Wonderful,” Blue said. “The ambient magic here is more concentrated than where we last were. This is an improvement.”

      “Is it enough for you to connect with the System?” Angel asked hopefully.

      “No. The current saturation is approximately ten percent of the estimated requirement.”

      “Wond – ah, great. Can you float a ways down this hole and check if it’s safe?” Angel asked. “I think that it should lead to the catacomb’s core, but it also might just be a trap.

      Blue chimed an affirmation and floated into the hole. They watched its faint light until it faded into the darkness, then sat down to wait. Angel was briefly struck with the worrying thought that the catacomb might just close the hole and take Blue as a consolation prize.

      Luckily, Blue emerged several minutes later, looking no worse for wear.

      “The path continues to what I estimate to be a core room with seventy percent accuracy,” Blue reported. “There is an incredibly high amount of magic present within it, which is what I am basing my assumption on. It may also be a trap that has high magical energy.”

      “Good enough for me,” Angel decided. “Let’s get you back in my bag so you don’t get banged up on the way down.”

      He deactivated Blue and placed it back within the bag, then nodded at Lilian.

      “You have super-regeneration. Things currently taking on the form of a woman go first.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re more protective of your artifact than you are of your travelling companion,” Lilian said, making a face.

      “I saw you take a tree trunk to the chest and brush it off,” Angel said. “You’ll live. Probably.”

      Lilian rolled her eyes and slipped into the smooth hole, sliding down and vanishing. Angel hopped in after her, praying that the catacomb didn’t have a cruel sense of humor.
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      The tunnel wasn’t a sheer drop, but it was close to it. They continued to pick up speed until Angel had to squint to keep the wind from his eyes. The catacomb had smoothed the material out so that it didn’t scrape them on the way down.

      Angel kept an earth canister loaded in his arm, prepared to use it to create a spike and stop his fall in case the catacomb decided it no longer wanted to play nice. Lilian had no such luxury, but he was pretty sure that a fall wouldn’t cause her much trouble, even at this speed.

      As they grew deeper, the slope of the tunnel started to increase. Their speed slowed until it was little more than a fast walk. Faint light appeared in the distance, growing closer by the second.

      Angel slowed himself, crawling the last few feet to peer out of the tunnel. The huge cube that made up the catacomb’s core rested before the huge staircase. The sentry artifact that Angel had left during his previous visit floated beside it lazily. He crawled out of the tunnel and rose to his feet, brushing his clothes off.

      “See? We’re friends,” Angel said.

      “You didn’t think that before you went down the tunnel.”

      “Sometimes friends do things they don’t mean to each other,” Angel replied, starting up the staircase towards the core.

      The light in the room changed from yellow to green in what Angel hoped was a greeting and not a farewell. He took the disk artifact out of his pack and set it on the stairs before the core.

      “Here. A gift for your time.”

      The light flashed green again. Lilian climbed up the stairs behind Angel and glanced around the room. “You know, I haven’t been in a Great Catacomb in years. Even during the Great War, it was considered incredibly dangerous to try to get near one of their cores. How did you manage to get it to let you in?”

      “I am a man of incredible charisma and talent.”

      “Humble too,” Lilian said dryly.

      Angel scoffed. He took Blue out and activated the artifact. “We won’t be long, Mr. Core. I just want to borrow some of the energy here so my little friend can see the System.”

      “You’ve named a traveling fortress carrying enough artifacts to level a city Mr. Core?” Lilian asked.

      “No comments from the peanut gallery unless they’d like to suggest a new name for Mr. Core.”

      “What about Dennis?”

      The lights in the room turned red.

      “See?” Angel asked. “It likes Mr. Core.”

      Green filled the room once more. Lilian threw her hands up. “I give up. I’m getting teamed up on by a child and a magical cube.”

      Angel strongly debated sticking his tongue out at her before deciding that he didn’t need to give her any more ammunition. He turned to Blue, who had been floating silently above his hand ever since it had been activated.

      “Blue? Any luck connecting to the System again? Is the magical energy here strong enough?”

      “It is,” Blue reported, its voice strained. “Reconnection to the System began during my activation sequence. It is approximately sixty percent complete. My storage units are not sufficient to contain all of the data that the System is sending. The majority of the data will be lost after the connection is severed.”

      “I expected as much,” Angel said. “That’s fine. As long as you can get an answer for my question, this will be a success. Should I wait until you’re fully connected for that?”

      “Yes. I am shutting off all unnecessary processes. Stand by for System integration.”

      The light emitting from Blue’s core dimmed, and it wavered in the air. It sank, and Angel grabbed it before it could fall. Several seconds passed. Then a faint chime emitted from the artifact. Blue hummed, floating out of Angel’s hand as the light within it redoubled in intensity.

      “System integration has been achieved. Please state your query to the System.”

      “I showed you a ring inlaid with gemstones some time ago,” Angel said. “It had a set of runes that we couldn’t fully understand because a significant portion of them were missing. I want to know what those missing runes are.”

      “Query has been delivered to the System. Approximate time expected for a response is five minutes.”

      “Huh. I was expecting a lot worse,” Angel said.

      “You’re assuming the System has the answer,” Lilian said. “It said expected time to response, not time to a correct solution.”

      “I guess we’ll find out,” Angel replied. He sat down on the steps and took two empty canisters from his bag. He refilled them and returned them to the cylinder in his arm. He glanced up at the cube above him, then pulled out a few pieces of scrap metal he’d packed away and started working them with his hands.

      Using Liquid Metal, he morphed the metal into a very rough shape of a bird. Its legs were stumpy, and one of its eyes was about twice the size of the other, but it looked more like a bird than a different animal, which counted as a success in his mind.

      “Query answered,” Blue reported, breaking him from his reverie. Its voice warbled and cracked as it spoke. “A proposed set of runes has been delivered. Would you like me to save this to my memory banks?”

      “Yes,” Angel said, shooting a victorious look at Lilian.

      Blue chimed, but once more the sound sounded warped. Angel frowned. The artifact jittered erratically, bobbing as if it were caught in a powerful slipstream.

      “What happened to Old World Magic after the Great War?” Lilian asked. “Can you ask the System that?”

      “Query has been delivered to the System,” Blue said. “Expected response time is–”

      A spark shot from Blue’s core, and it dropped out of the air. Angel reached to grab it, but the artifact caught itself and floated back up before he could.

      “Error. This query is forbidden,” Blue crackled.

      “Forbidden?” Lilian asked, taken aback. “What do you mean?”

      “This query is forbidden,” Blue said again. “Wonderful is not permitted to access this information. Further attempts or methods to circumvent this order will result in a removal of Wonderful’s System access.”

      “That’s enough,” Angel said before Lilian could ask anything else. “Blue, disconnect from the System.”

      “Ending System integration.”

      Blue dimmed and fell once more. Angel caught it and cursed, tossing it to his metal hand. Blue was burning hot. He sent a command to the Star Fragment to make sure it wouldn’t try to eat his artifact.

      “What happened?” Lilian asked.

      “Blue was overloading,” Angel said. “It might have gotten seriously damaged if I didn’t stop the connection. Actually, it might still be damaged. It nearly burned my hand.”

      “Isn’t the whole point of a System artifact connecting to the System?”

      “There were those permissions as well,” Angel said, his lips turning down in a frown. “I was under the impression that the System is an information processing tool and database. There shouldn’t be any sort of limiters on it beyond what the artifact interacting with it can handle.”

      “That’s what I knew it as too,” Lilian agreed, scratching her head. “Walling off information… that’s not good at all.”

      “It means someone modified the System,” Angel said grimly. “And it happened during or after the Great War, since Blue should have been able to handle it, and Blue likely dates from before the war. Are you sure it wasn’t the Reawakening?”

      “As sure as I can get,” Lilian said. “I wasn’t the most up to date with our plans since I was a field agent, but I knew the basics. Soul and Heart were the ones that did most of the planning, and Mind stepped in once Heart died. None of them ever believed the System was anything more than what we thought it was. Mind didn’t even use a System artifact.”

      “So there’s another player,” Angel said, standing up and pacing up and down the stairs. “And whenever someone tries to keep you out of something, that probably means its important. The System could very well be involved with how Old World Magic vanished.”

      “Let’s not get too ahead of ourselves. There’s no guarantee the other person is still alive,” Lilian pointed out. “Someone might have messed with the System during the Great War. Information is power, so it makes sense that someone would want to stop it.”

      “That’s true,” Angel admitted. “I don’t know, and I don’t know if we’ve got any good way to figure it out from where we are. We’ll add it to my ever-growing list of questions. For now, we got what we needed so long as Blue didn’t fry itself. We’ve got what we came for. If the System has anything to do with Old World Magic, we might very well find out when we figure out how the Key works.”
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      He rubbed his chin, then glanced up at the core behind them as a thought struck him. “Ah, would you happen to know anything about the System changing at any point?”

      The light in the room turned red.

      “Wait, does that mean you don’t know, or you can’t say?” Angel asked.

      There was a series of yellow and red flashes that gave Angel the impression the catacomb might be annoyed.

      “Oops. Yes or no questions, sorry. Go yellow for you don’t know and red for you can’t say.”

      Red light washed over the room. Angel frowned. “I guess that makes sense, but it doesn’t make me feel better.”

      “Just follow your own advice for now,” Lilian said. “We’ve got the Key. Can you make it?”

      “Not here,” Angel replied and patted his travel pack. “I don’t want Blue to try to connect to the System again, especially while it has the blueprints to the Key.”

      He set the metal bird he’d made down in front of the catacomb’s core. “Thank you for letting us drop by. This was incredibly helpful.”

      Green flooded the room, and the ceiling above them rumbled. A shower of dust fell on the two as a tunnel opened in the ceiling, and a ladder descended from within it, putting itself together piece by piece until it hung in front of Angel’s face.

      Lilian shook her head in bafflement and hopped onto the ladder, clambering up it. Angel grabbed a rung and started to follow her. Before he could get far, the lights turned yellow. He stopped moving, and the room lit green once more.

      “Is something wrong?” Angel asked. “Do you want more artifacts or something? I don’t have anything else that’s worth your interest, and I can’t part with my relics.”

      Red flash.

      “It’s not artifacts? Is it something about me or Lilian?”

      The light turned green.

      Angel blinked. “Are you bored or lonely?”

      This time, there was no change in the lighting. Angel wasn’t sure if he should laugh or feel bad. Was this a fortress from a bygone age or a dog?

      “I’ll come back,” Angel promised. “I can’t stay now. There’s a group of people trying to bring back Old World Magic in a way that might end up destroying the Barren and killing a lot of people. I need to return it before they do. It might have something to do with why you can’t tell me what happened to the System, but I can’t be sure. If I survive this, I’ll return. How does that sound?”

      Yellow light filled the room for several moments before finally, reluctantly, turning back to green. Angel stayed there for a few moments before resuming his climb. He couldn’t even begin to imagine how much he could learn from the Great Catacomb, but he couldn’t afford to spend time playing around while the Reawakening were still a threat.

      He clambered up the ladder, moving quickly to catch up with Lilian. Their climb went quickly, and they soon reached the surface of the desert. Lilian helped Angel out of the hole, and sand cascaded into it once they were out, filling it once more as the ladder crumbled away.

      “What was up with the delay?” Lilian asked.

      “The catacomb is just a bit more human than I expected,” Angel replied. “Nothing to worry about.”

      He squinted up at the sun, veiling his eyes with a hand. “It hasn’t been more than an hour or two. Silver is probably waiting for us at Churning Sands. That works out well, since I don’t have the materials to build the Key. I should be able to get them there.”

      They both set off on their artifacts through the desert, using Lilian’s internal map to guide them. It didn’t take long for the tent-filled city to rise on the horizon. Angel spotted several miniature sandships cruising around the city’s perimeter.

      One of them broke off in their direction. A lightning spell clicked into place in Angel’s arm as he and Lilian slowed down, letting the ship pull up beside them.

      It was manned by four bandits. Three of them held outdated muskets with canisters at their hips, while the first stood at the helm and wore a hat reminiscent of Silver’s old one.

      “Greetin’s,” the man at the helm said with a gap-toothed grin. “I be collecting the toll. I trust yer paying?”

      “Depends how much it is,” Angel said. “I didn’t agree much with the last group that tried to charge me a toll. Left ’em smoldering after taking their bags.”

      “No need for threats, laddie,” the bandit said with a bark of laughter. “I’m sure ya nip just fine. Five Vex from both you and the lass.”

      “Four each,” Angel replied. The bandit’s price wasn’t much more expensive than he’d expected, but it didn’t hurt to bargain.

      “Done,” the pirate said. His crew muttered a few complaints, but he silenced them with a glare.

      Angel and Lilian both dug the coins out of their bags and tossed them to the man. He slipped them into a pouch and tipped his hat. The sandship lurched, and the bandits shot off, turning around and heading back toward Churning Sands.

      They followed the pirates and reached the city a minute later. Angel hopped off his board and slung it over his shoulder while Lilian took her skates off.

      “We can find Silver after I get what I need from the market,” Angel said as they walked past the tents and into the bustling market. Merchants called for attention, grabbing at the hems of their pants as they walked by. Lilian kicked a few overly ambitious ones away with an annoyed grimace.

      Angel stopped at a shop selling scrap metal. He pointed out several parts, getting a small bag of them. He stopped by one more shop, buying a few pieces of jewelry that were so clearly fake that even the merchant seemed surprised that someone was willing to purchase them. He handed the man the last few of his Vex. He still had a good number of Vei, but showing those off in a bandit city was a surefire way to get jumped.

      “What do you need that crap for?” Lilian asked.

      “Probably not a good idea to talk about it here,” Angel replied. “But the thing I’m working on needs gems. Hopefully it doesn’t care about authenticity.”

      Lilian shook her head. “I hope you don’t treat women like that. No gems are better than fake ones.”

      “I don’t treat women at all,” Angel said with a laugh. “I don’t have time for that. If I survive the Reawakening, maybe I can worry about it then. If I ever give a girl a diamond, I promise to make sure it’s real.”

      They left the center of the marketplace and headed towards the large tents at the far side of the city. The area was so flat that Angel was able to make out the top of a chopper as they grew closer.

      “I see Silver,” Lilian said. “Looks like he’s talking to some people.”

      “Old friends, maybe?” Angel guessed. They got past the last few tents and got a better look at the situation. Six men stood before Silver in a semicircle, swords drawn. Silver leaned against the side of the chopper, his mask hiding his features.

      “Hand over the chopper, shiny boy,” a man wearing a wide leather hat growled. “Or we’ll stick you like a pig and bury you in the sand.”

      “I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to do that right now,” Silver said. “I’m waiting for some people to get back. Come back and get yourself killed at a later date.”

      Another man lunged forward, thrusting a blade at Silver’s chest. Metal flashed, and the weapon spun through the air, landing in the sand a few feet to the side. The man’s hand landed beside it. Before he could cry out, Silver’s Serpentine Blade struck again. The man’s head tumbled from his shoulders.

      Several people cried out and ran, but most of them just watched the fight with idle interest. Death was far from rare in Churning Sands, and there was little enough entertainment in the Barren.

      “Sorry about that, gentlemen,” Silver said, cracking his neck and taking a step away from the chopper. He nodded to Angel and Lilian. “My passengers just got back. I no longer have to worry about causing a commotion.”

      The bandits charged him, roaring in fury. Silver’s blade danced, twisting and twirling in ways that should have been impossible. It moved like a weightless ribbon in the air but carved through flesh without the slightest bit of resistance.

      In moments, all but one of the assailants were laid out on the ground around Silver. The only man who remained was the one who had threatened him.

      “Your insult was pathetic,” Silver informed him. “A threat needs to make people fear you, not question your intelligence.”

      The man scrambled back, his hands slipping on the blood-soaked sand. “I’m sorry! Please don’t kill me!”

      Silver clicked his tongue. “Your hat.”

      “W-what?”

      “Your hat,” Silver repeated. “Give it to me.”

      The bandit reached up with a shaking hand and took his hat off. He handed it to Silver, who brushed it off and set it on his head.

      “Thank you,” Silver said. His blade lashed out once more, punching into the bandit’s throat and silencing him.

      “That was cold,” Angel observed. “Why not take his hat after you killed him?”

      “I didn’t see you helping me,” Silver replied. “No whining from observers. And I didn’t want to get blood on it. It’s a nice hat that was wasted on this louse.”

      “Maybe we can continue this discussion after we leave,” Lilian said. “We’ve got a lot of eyes on us.”
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      They climbed aboard the chopper, and Silver brought it into the air, leaving Churning Sands before anyone could cause them any more trouble.

      “So?” Silver asked once the city started to fade into a dot on the horizon. “Did you get what you needed? You got back faster than I expected.”

      “Yeah,” Angel said. “We got one answer and about a dozen new questions.”

      “Typical,” Silver said with a snort. “Where to now, then?”

      “I’m not sure yet,” Angel replied. “I need to build the Key. With any luck, it’ll give me some indication of where it needs to be used. Worst-case scenario, we go to Bronze City or Molten Ridges to find a library and go through a bunch of information tablets until we figure something out.”

      “That is the worst-case scenario,” Silver agreed. “Sounds horribly boring.”

      “I’ll do everything in my power to make sure you don’t find yourself with nothing to do for long,” Angel said. “I’m going to need some silence now.”

      He took Blue out of his travel pack and examined the spherical artifact. None of the runes that he could see appeared to be damaged from its stint with the System. He carefully powered it up and spoke the activation word.

      “Hello, Wonderful,” Blue chimed.

      “Hello,” Angel replied. “How are you doing after the shock from interacting with the System? Is anything damaged?”

      “No,” Blue reported. “I preserved all core information as well as the answer to your query of the System. The update required to speak with the System was unfortunately lost and will need to be repeated for future attempts to communicate with the System.”

      “That’s quite alright,” Angel said. “We won’t be doing any more of that too soon. I’d like to get started on the Key. Can you fill in the runes that we were missing?”

      “Yes,” Blue said. “It would be easier if you form the rough shape of the artifact before we begin. There are a few internal layers, but we can begin if you have metal to work with.”

      Angel pulled out the bag of scraps and set it in his lap. He removed a piece of metal and took his scribe out. With Blue’s assistance, he started to trace runes across the metal.

      Hours passed by while he worked. After fully covering the first piece of metal with runes, he used the scribe to connect it with another piece and continue working. Lilian and Silver swapped off manning the chopper, letting him draw without interruption.

      When Angel finished a component of the Key, Blue directed him as he used Liquid Metal to shape it so that it would fit the Key. It wasn’t quick, but they made good progress. When the heavy blanket of weariness started to settle over him, Angel set the parts aside and fell asleep in the seat.

      The following morning, when rays of orange sunlight broke through the chopper’s windows, he was back to work within minutes. Everything other than the Key faded into the back of his mind as every bit of his focus entered the artifact.

      Part by part, the ring started to come together. Angel removed the fake gems from the jewelry and added them into the ring, surrounding them in runes. The rough edges smoothed as he carved off excess parts and tweaked his work, making sure that there wasn’t even the slightest mistake.

      He didn’t know where Silver and Lilian were taking the chopper, and he didn’t care. In his mind, there was nothing left but the Key.

      After the third day of working, he fitted the last part of the artifact together and connected it with his scribe. It was shaped like a donut, with several grooves full of runework running through it. The gems didn’t look the most convincing, but it still resembled the Key in the mural.

      Angel double-checked his power supply one last time. The last thing he wanted was to blow the Key up after spending so long working on it. He held it out for Blue to examine and received an approving chime in response.

      “The Key appears to be made according to the specifications,” Blue reported. “So long as the System’s prediction for the runes was accurate, it should function.”

      “Is there a high chance that the System’s prediction wasn’t accurate?” Angel asked. His voice came out scratchy and dry from lack of use over the past few days. “This feels like something I should have asked before spending so much time working.”

      “The System’s accuracy level was saved as ninety-nine point seven eight.”

      “Ah,” Angel said. “I think I’ll take my chances. I don’t suppose the System told you what this thing actually does? As far as I can tell, the runes are almost completely nonsensical. I find it hard to believe they’re even meant to be connected to each other.”

      “This is what the System said it was meant to be,” Blue said. “I do not understand the patterns either. However, not all of the runes are out of place. The runes on the inner ring seem to be a simple locator and illusion construct.”

      “That’s true,” Angel admitted. “Although I don’t know if I’d call that pattern simple. It took me nearly ten hours to carve.”

      “I can propose a solution in order to simplify it in the future,” Blue said.

      “Oh?”

      “Work faster.”

      “Shut up.” Angel glared at the orb, half expecting it to give him a smug cackle, but the artifact simply hovered in the air wordlessly. Silver let out a snort of laughter.

      “We don’t have to be quiet any more, do we?” Silver asked. “I’m losing my mind over here.”

      “I did what I needed to,” Angel replied. “The Key is done. Probably. Where have you been taking us?”

      “Towards the center of the Barren,” Silver replied. “I figured that anything to do with Old World Magic would probably end up leading there anyways.”

      “As good a guess as any,” Angel admitted. “I think the Key comes with a built-in tracker. With any luck, the amount of time it takes us to arrive won’t matter. The Reawakening have no way to get their hands on the Key, so all the cards are in our hands.”

      Blue let out a staticky crackle. Angel slowly turned his head to stare at the artifact. “I do not like that noise.”

      “You told me to stop speaking.”

      “It was a – oh, forget it. Why did you make that noise, Blue?”

      “You stated that the Reawakening has no way to access the runes that form the Key,” Blue said. “That is not accurate.”

      “I destroyed the mural,” Angel said. “Was there another one? And if there was, why didn’t you say anything?”

      “I am unaware if another mural existed,” Blue said. “But you sent a query to the System about the Key. All queries are recorded and are accessible by other users of the System. Unless it was blocked data, it would not be hidden from the Reawakening if they possess an artifact with capabilities that match mine.”

      Angel’s blood ran cold, and goosebumps raced across his skin. “Shit. Shit, shit, shit.”

      “Very eloquent,” Silver observed. “Are we all dead? If so, I want to visit a brothel first.”

      “Don’t worry,” Lilian said, putting a hand on Angel’s shoulder. “They don’t have a Tinkerer, remember? And if they do, their Tinkerer isn’t nearly as good as you are. It’ll take them a while to get the Key built.”

      “You’re right,” Angel said, letting out a slow breath. “Most Tinkerers wouldn’t have the skill to do what Blue and I did. That was one of the most complicated artifacts I’ve ever worked on. As much as I hate Soul, I wouldn’t have been able to do it without all the extra practice he made me do to hone my talents.”

      “It’s a good thing he didn’t have any other students,” Silver said. “The Reawakening would probably have gone after them in your place.”

      The chopper went silent.

      “Buried Gods,” Angel swore, clenching his one good hand so tightly that his knuckles went white. “Turn us around, Silver. We need to get back to Molten Ridges, and we need to get there yesterday.”
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      Fortunately, Molten Ridges was in the center of the Barren, so they were already headed in roughly its direction. Less fortunately, it still took almost a day for them to reach the city. Angel’s face remained pressed against the windshield the entire way over.

      “How far out are we?” Angel asked for the dozenth time, squinting at smog rising in the distance at the edge of the horizon. He spun his scribe in his hand impatiently.

      “Only an hour or so,” Silver replied, his voice tense. “Asking won’t make it any faster.”

      “It gives me something to do,” Angel snapped. “I can’t just do nothing.”

      Silver grunted. Silence ruled the chopper over the next few minutes as they all waited for Molten Ridges to appear. A shadow started to form on the horizon, and Angel glanced at Silver.

      “I thought you said it would be an hour. Isn’t it a bit early to see the city?”

      “The map says we’re still a ways out,” Silver said, frowning and glancing at the dashboard. “Lilian, confirm?”

      “He’s right,” Lilian said. “We’re not that close yet.”

      Angel flipped his eyepiece down and squinted as hard as he could. Details started to appear in the shadow. The scribe fell from his hand and clattered to the metal floor of the chopper. Two enormous cherry red lights burned through a thick cloud of smog. A Buried God loomed in the distance above Molten Ridges. Smoke rose from house-sized vents along its body, and magic rippled across its unnatural metal flesh.

      Angel’s hands clenched into fists as fury built up in his chest. The anger was so great that words failed to form on his lips.

      “Barren take them,” Silver said. “We’re too late. They beat us to it. I can’t see the city yet, and I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s nothing more than a smoking crater in the ground. I’m turning us around before we get spotted.”

      Angel’s hand slammed into the dashboard. “They’re after my Barren-cursed students, Silver. We stay on course.”

      “We’ll get blown out of the sky,” Silver said, his voice rising. “What do you think we can do? That’s a fully powered Buried God, not the husk we fought in before. Do you think this chopper can take a hit from that?”

      “We’re still too far for them to see us,” Angel insisted. “The only reason we see them is because the Buried God is so large.”

      “So we get closer. Then what?” Silver snarled. “Are you going to fight Reave? Vanessa said he was level three hundred and something. You’re what – fifty? Sixty? You nearly died the last time, and he was just messing around. That won’t happen again.”

      “Silver has a point,” Lilian said, forcing the words through stiff lips. “Reave hates you now, especially after what happened in Icebound Valley. I can’t save you again. Our best bet is to use the Key and bring Old World Magic back before they do. At that point, the Reawakening won’t have anything left to fight for. You might still have to deal with Reave, but he won’t have the support of the rest of them and the Buried Gods.”

      “You are both deeply misunderstanding me,” Angel said, his voice dangerously low. “They aren’t attacking Molten Ridges for no reason. They want my students, or more likely, to bait back with them.”

      “Then they need them alive, then,” Silver said. “Better that than dead.”

      “I will not allow the Reawakening to touch my students,” Angel snarled. “Soul took too much from me already. I will give no more concessions. You have no idea what the Reawakening can do to you.”

      His metal fingers scraped across the dashboard, leaving thin furrows as he tightened his hand into a fist. “Take me closer. I don’t care if you help, but my board is slower than the chopper. Just get me in range.”

      Silver held his gaze for a few moments, then cursed and lifted his hands from the dashboard. “Fine, you fool. What in the Barren did Soul do to you? I thought he was just your instructor?”

      “More than I could or would care to describe,” Angel replied. “His methods largely involved a pinpoint artifact.”

      “I’ve got no idea what that is,” Silver said.

      “It’s an old tool that was used to locate catacombs,” Lilian said softly. “It emits a beam of magic. When it reacts with any other magic, it lights up. They weren’t very efficient, and there were a few drawbacks.”

      “I fail to see how that can be used to train anyone.”

      “One of the drawbacks was that the controllers kept getting injured,” Angel said through tight lips, not tearing his gaze from the Buried God. “If they accidentally touched the beam, the magic in their body reacted. It feels like you’re getting burned alive, and the aftereffects can last for days. If the magic reacts long enough, you can literally explode. A lot of people lost fingers just from touching the beam. They weren’t very accurate, and you had to know the general location of what you were looking for, so they fell from practice quickly.”

      “Wait, you mean–”

      “Every time I got a rune wrong, Soul would use a pinpoint artifact on me,” Angel said. “He found out that, by putting a band of metal around my neck, the magical reaction could be stopped before it reached the brain. That meant it couldn’t accidentally blow my head up, so there was no risk of killing me.”

      “Barbaric,” Silver breathed. “But how did it not destroy your body? You said that just touching the beam was enough to blow up body parts.”

      “Metal diffuses magic. The band on my neck limited the damage to pure pain for the most part,” Angel said with a bitter laugh. “But he didn’t avoid destroying my body. About a month before I killed him, I made one too many mistakes on a runeset I was working on. He took it out on my right arm.”

      “Oh,” Silver said, finally at a loss for words.

      “What about you?” Angel asked, turning to Lilian. “Still have anything to add about how Soul was a decent person?”

      “Nothing,” Lilian said, looking down. “I believe you. He was better at hiding his true self than I ever could have imagined.”

      “Then you both understand why I refuse to allow the Reawakening to touch my students,” Angel said. “I don’t care what it takes. I won’t let them do this to somebody else.”

      “To the grave, then,” Silver said. “I can hardly turn around after such a tale.”

      “Nor can I,” Lilian said. “We’ll follow you, Angel. But how can we do anything against this? I agree that we have to save Alison and Tilly, but Silver was right about that being a fully powered Buried God, likely with Reave and maybe another Reawakening member within it. There are probably also clone soldiers in the city or the Buried God.”

      “You need a distraction,” Silver said. “They’d probably want to capture Angel since they know he’s got the Key. It’s better than making the kids solve it for them. That means the Buried God won’t attack if it knows that he’s on the chopper.”

      “If I get captured, they might kill Tilly and Alison.” Angel shook his head. “I won’t play games with their lives.”

      “Then don’t be on the chopper,” Silver said. “Send a transmission acting as if you’ve lost it and you’re coming for them in the chopper. Their attention will be on the chopper, and you might have an opportunity to get into the Buried God without them noticing.”

      “If the ship just flies in a straight line without responding to messages, they’ll know what’s going on,” Angel said.

      “I’ll stay on it,” Lilian said. “Silver taught me enough of how to fly, and I’m very hard to kill. I’ll be able to buy time for you. You can’t drain the entire Buried God with your hand, but if you can get its power source, the whole thing goes down.”

      “Then I’ll go for the girls,” Silver said. “If Lilian keeps Reave tied up, I can handle myself. I know enough about the other Reawakening members that I think I can at least run around like a headless chicken until someone backs me up. We’ll probably all end up dead, and I’ll be cursing your blasted sob story to my grave, Angel.”

      “You can still just drop me off when we’re closer,” Angel said. “I need your help, not your life.”

      “Too late,” Silver said. “Let’s go kill a god or die trying.”
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      Lilian took Silver’s place in the captain’s chair while Angel paced in the tiny amount of space in the back of the chopper, muttering under his breath. The minutes flew by like seconds, and even that was still too slow. Molten Ridges was now close enough that Angel could just barely make out its walls in the smoke.

      “It’s time,” Lilian said. “We’re getting close. They’ll notice me soon.”

      “Then we should make ourselves scarce,” Silver said. “Bring the chopper near the ground. We’ll hop out while it’s still moving.”

      “Good luck,” Angel said. “Don’t get killed, Lilian. I’ve spent too much time fixing you.”

      She snorted and pulled a lever near the dashboard. The chopper started to lower, stopping about a building’s height away from the sand.

      “I don’t think I can get any lower while we’re still moving. I might crash,” Lilian said.

      “This is good enough,” Silver replied, gritting his teeth as he pushed the door open. The wind fought him valiantly, trying to keep it shut. Angel joined in, and it swung open, slamming against the side of the airship with a loud bang.

      A gale shot into the chopper, blowing Angel’s hair back and forcing him to squint. He gritted his teeth and grabbed the board from his back. Silver gave him a sharp nod and leapt out of the chopper.

      Angel followed him, positioning the board beneath his feet and activating it as he fell. It spun to life moments before he hit the ground, kicking up sand in a spray when he landed. He leaned forward as far as he could, shooting across the Barren with Silver at his side.

      Acrid smoke bit at Angel’s eyes and stung his nose. He pulled a scarf around his face, trying to filter it out, but it did little to help.

      He squinted, ignoring it as best as possible as he focused on the Buried God before them. The lights that marked its eyes had turned in the direction where Lilian was coming from.

      From the ground, Angel could only make out a single one of its massive legs. It looked like a metal tower that rose into the heavens from beside Molten Ridges. The pollution in the air was so thick that he couldn’t even make out the rest of its body.

      The city itself was in bad shape. One of the walls had been turned into molten slag and the sand around it to glass. Plumes of smoke rose from many of the buildings, and the city’s enormous cannons were all either shattered or melted into scrap.

      The level of damage was much less than Angel had feared. The Buried God could have leveled the city entirely with nothing more than a thought. It must have been holding back most of its power to avoid accidentally killing Tilly or Alison.

      “How do we get up there?” Silver yelled. “The mouth is hardly an option now.”

      “We escaped through the hangar last time,” Angel replied. “That was on its midsection. We have to climb the leg.”

      “Have you ever tried skating up a vertical surface?” Silver asked. “It doesn’t work very well.”

      “You’ve got swords,” Angel replied, flexing his fingers as they grew closer to the leg. “Use them.”

      He raised his arm and fired a grappling barb. It thunked into a knot of silvery-red muscle between the metal plates and pulled, launching himself up and around the leg in a tight circle. He ripped the barb free as the board touched the leg’s surface and shot him upward.

      Gravity pulled at his back, but Angel fired the barb again before he could start to fall. He spotted Silver climbing the leg below him, alternating between skating and jabbing his Serpentine Blade into the Buried God’s flesh.

      Angel didn’t have time to worry about the other man. It took all his focus to continue ascending the leg and keep himself from losing momentum and getting stuck midway through the daunting task.

      Even at the speed he was moving, it took nearly half an hour for Angel to clear the leg and reach the torso of the creature. The air this high up was much clearer than the smog-covered ground, but he still had to dodge the vents and superheated Magitech that covered the Buried God’s skin. Luckily, its main body wasn’t completely perpendicular to the ground and had enough of a slope for him to increase his pace slightly.

      He reached the entrance of the hangar a short while later. Angel’s features set, and he fired the barb at the roof, pulling himself inside. Several choppers still remained, but the hangar was almost completely empty. Its only inhabitant was a single, metal-masked man. He spun toward Angel, taking a step back in surprise.

      Angel didn’t stop moving. He ripped the barb free of the ceiling and slammed into the man board first, knocking him to the ground, where his head hit the metal with a loud crack. Without glancing back, Angel leaned forward and directed the board toward the exit of the hangar.

      He was forced to lower his speed as he zipped through the halls within the Buried God. The turns were too tight and the space too little. He ran down several other men. The Reawakening’s clones were entirely unimpressive when they didn’t have their energy fields up, and it didn’t look like the leaders knew of his intrusion – yet.

      A part of him wanted to head straight for the Buried God’s head and try to find his students, but he suppressed it. He’d have to trust Silver to do that, and Reave wasn’t going to be in any hurry to kill the girls. They’d have to survive until the bandit could save them. And even if Silver did manage to get them away from the Reawakening, if he couldn’t kill the Buried God, it would all be for naught.

      His metal arm tingled. Sparks of purple energy danced up and down it, popping eagerly. Angel bared his teeth.

      “Hungry, are you? I’ll find you something to eat soon enough,” Angel whispered. He reached a split in the tunnel and leaned back, stopping the board as he assessed the two openings before him. There was no apparent difference between either of the paths.

      A tendril of energy reached out toward the rightmost tunnel. Angel blinked. Not for the first time, he wondered just how intelligent the Star Fragment was and how much it actually knew. If he survived today, Angel promised himself that it would be the next thing he researched. Until then, all he could do was trust that the strange orb wanted to devour the Buried God’s power and not some other artifact or relic. He took off through the right tunnel.

      The halls grew tighter still as Angel entered the deeper parts of the Buried God. He was forced to hop off his board and sling it over his back to continue on foot. There just wasn’t enough space in the turns, and it was hindering him more than anything else.

      He forced himself to slow his pace, hiding his footfalls as much as possible to avoid alerting the clones now that he wasn’t moving fast enough to speed past or over them. The Reawakening almost certainly knew he was here by now – if they hadn’t gotten a report from one of the clones, then Lilian’s arrival in the chopper would have told them everything.

      Angel stepped around a corner and nearly caught a sword to the face. He leaned back, dodging the guard’s swing, and swept the man’s feet out from under him. In the same motion, Angel drove his metal arm into the man’s head, crushing it against the ground. He stepped over his opponent and continued on without missing a step.
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      The whooping screech of what could only have been an alarm greeted Angel as he ran through another fork in the tunnels, led by the Star Fragment. He emerged into a small room with three guards, each protected by a red bubble of energy.

      Angel’s arm whirred, and a canister clicked into place. The hole in his palm opened, and the cylindrical relic emerged from within it. An empowered earth spell shot from his hand and struck the ground. Spikes erupted from the metal, punching clean through the defensive barriers of all three men and suspending them in the air like grotesque ornaments.

      He swept past them, descending deeper into the Buried God. Several more groups of guards ran at him, but his improved spells tore through their defenses like paper. The cooling system on his arm was running at max power, and his shoulder was starting to get to an uncomfortable heat, but he ignored it.

      The Star Fragment’s crackles grew more energetic with every passing second. A dull hum filled his ears, and his skin prickled as invisible energy washed across him. Angel’s lips tingled uncomfortably, and his hair shifted and twitched even though the air was stale and immobile.

      His tunnel came to an end before the first door that Angel had seen in the Buried God. It was more of a circular hatch in a wall, covered with runed inscriptions and glowing with Old World Magic. If a power source was anywhere, he was willing to bet his arm that it was probably right in front of him.

      Angel reached for it, then paused. He pressed his lips together and studied the wall for a moment. The Reawakening would never leave the most important part of the Buried God unattended, and he doubted they’d let the task be handled by a few guards.

      He pulled a thin metal rod from his travel pack. It was just a piece of scrap metal, but it would do for his current purposes. He took a steadying breath, gathering his resolve before balling a scarf up and stuffing it into his mouth.

      A few seconds later, the metal rod clattered to the ground at his feet, its tip stained with blood. Angel spat the scarf out and grabbed the door by its handle, ripping it open and stepping through.

      Red light painted the room before him. A sphere was suspended between two pillars that ended in jagged claws, electricity crackling from it and into the Buried God. Two guards flanked the pillars, and Body stood beside them, her wooden staff in her hand and a lazy grin on her face.

      “Stop,” Body commanded. The word tore through the air with palpable force.

      Angel jerked to a halt, baring his teeth in a furious snarl. “Where are my students, you wretched hag?”

      “You’ll find them soon enough,” Body said, waving her staff. The guards lowered their weapons and moved to flank Angel. “Reave said you were a fool, but I didn’t think you’d come charging straight back to us. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were on our side.”

      “You disgust me,” Angel spat, his arms still locked at his sides. “You slaughter innocents for something that could be obtained for free if you had enough brains to power a rat.”

      “Then you’ll be more than happy to help us find it,” Body said, approaching him. “Your mind is weaker than I expected. Were you so thoroughly broken by my last interaction with you? Pathetic. The Star Fragment is wasted on you, but it’s the only thing stopping me from killing you where you stand. I’d rather not break such a priceless artifact by killing you while you’ve got it. If you give it to me of your own will, I might consider sparing your life.”

      “You know something?” Angel asked. “When you’re dead, nobody’s going to miss you. If the Reawakening had tried to help the world, you would have been truly immortal. Instead, you’ve chosen to fade into the sands of time, forgotten by even the vultures that will gnaw on your ugly, miserable corpse.”

      “Insults help your feeble little mind, do they?” Body asked with a smirk. “That didn’t answer my question, though. I won’t give you another chance.”

      “I’m sorry,” Angel said, the corner of his lip quirking up. “It’s a bit hard to hold a conversation right now.”

      A trickle of blood ran down from one of his ears, tracing down his cheek and dripping onto the lapel of his shirt. His arm swung up, whining with power as the plates started to rattle and glow. An enormous bolt of lightning tore from his arm, screaming across the room and striking Body.

      The spell hurled her into the wall and sent the staff flying from her grip. Angel dove out of the way as the guards swung their blades at him, narrowly avoiding getting bisected. He hit the ground in a roll and shot back to his feet, steam still rising from his shoulder. He staggered, nearly losing his footing, but managed to keep himself upright.

      He grabbed one of the guard’s swords with his metal arm, ripping it free from the man’s grasp and backhanding him with enough force to cave the metal mask in. Angel turned to the remaining man and fired a normal bolt of lightning. The final guard crumpled to the ground in a smoking heap.

      Angel stalked over to Body. Her shirt had been melted to her chest from the power of his spell. Her eyes were rolled back in her head and her hair blackened. That didn’t stop him from placing his palm above her chest and firing another canister.

      A metal spike erupted from beneath her, punching out through her chest with a loud rending screech. Sparks showered across the floor as the Magitech within the woman was ruined.

      “You see,” Angel explained to her corpse. “I can’t hear right now. Sorry about that. I don’t want to hear anything from scum that bring children into their fights.”

      He put a foot on her chest and pushed down, forcing her farther into the spike. There would be no miraculous recoveries for her. Not even Angel could repair the damage that had been done to her internals.

      He ripped her free of the spike and reached into her chest with his metal arm. Using Liquid Metal, he melted through the remaining Magitech in his way. His hand wrapped around a small orb and he pulled it free.

      Body’s Star Fragment was a shimmering sky blue. Something about it filled Angel with unease. He pulled his pack open and tossed the orb in without touching it.

      The gruesome task done, Angel turned to the sphere floating between the pillars. Lilian’s old core, if he had to guess. The amount of power flowing through it told him that trying to simply take the relic out would result in nothing at best and a massive explosion at worst. He reached out with his metal arm, allowing the greedy arcs of energy to lick at the electricity arcing off the relic.

      “Go on,” Angel said. “Eat up.”

      The Star Fragment needed no more encouragement. A wave of power rippled off Angel’s arm, reaching out and enveloping the relic with purple energy. It hissed and sputtered. Beams of faint light shot out from it, traveling into Angel’s arm instead of the Buried God.

      He gritted his teeth as his arm started to heat. Steam shot from the back of his arm as his cooling system desperately tried and failed to keep up with the rapidly increasing temperature. His eyepiece dinged, falling down of its own volition.

      
        
        Error: Source energy is too large to consume safely.

        Temporary drainage can be achieved, but the target cannot be depleted.

      

      

      
        
        Would you like to proceed? [Y/N]

      

      

      “Yes, damn it,” Angel snarled.

      Searing pain shot down his arm. He cried out, and the purple energy shot back into him, vanishing without a trace and taking the electricity surrounding the relic with it. The sphere remained suspended in the air.

      Suppressing the pain coursing through his body and the smell of burnt flesh filling the room, Angel touched the sphere with a metal finger. A jolt of energy knocked his hand away and threw him to the ground.

      He groaned, pulling himself back upright. The relic wasn’t going anywhere, that much was certain. The Buried God simply wasn’t something he could beat in raw magic. Still, he’d done some damage to it, however temporary it might be. On cue, the lights in the room dimmed slightly, and a rumble ran through the floor.

      Angel staggered out of the room as fast as he could. If he wanted to take advantage of the tiny window of opportunity, every second was going to count. All he could do was hope that Lilian and Silver could hold out until he got there.
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      Masked Reawakening members leapt at him as he ran through the halls of the Buried God. He did his best to avoid using magic, instead smashing their shields to pieces with his empowered arm whenever he could to conserve his canisters.

      His ears had started to heal, but he’d racked up several thin cuts and a rather nasty slash across the forehead in the process. He didn’t dare try to return to the main hall. A few of the guards were annoying, but even he would stand no chance if hundreds swarmed him at once.

      Angel lost track of time as he ran through the halls, swapping onto his board whenever they grew wide enough for him to safely ride it. Logically, he was pretty sure that it couldn’t have been more than half an hour. That didn’t change that it felt like it had been days.

      He staggered up to a turn in the hall, filling a canister with shaking hands and slamming it into the cylinder in his arm before stepping out and raising his arm. Empty space stretched out before him.

      It took Angel a moment to realize that he’d found one of the entrances to the Buried God’s central cavern. Reave sat on the edge of the ledge that he’d been on the first time Angel had seen him.

      A brutal wound ran from just above his chin down to his hip. Blood dripped from it, staining the metal beneath him.

      Lilian and Silver hung behind Reave, their arms pulled up above their heads and pinned to the wall by bands of metal. Lilian looked largely uninjured, but Silver was bleeding profusely from almost a dozen cuts that each bordered on being lethal.

      At their feet sat Alison and Tilly. The girls had been tied up with metal cord and leashed like animals. Reave held the ends of their chains in his hand. Angel gritted his teeth and flicked his eyepiece down, keeping himself low and hopefully out of Reave’s eyesight.

      
        
        Race: Human

        Name: ‘Captain’ Silver

      

      

      
        
        Level 95

        Status: Severely Wounded

        Information accuracy: 98%

        Strength: 51

        Intelligence: 24

        Nimbleness: 99

      

      

      
        
        Toughness: 20

        Rating: Threat

      

      

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

        Element(s): None

      

      

      Angel turned his gaze to Lilian and then to the girls. All of them were healthy, although he suspected that Lilian’s apparent good health was due to her incredible healing capabilities rather than Reave going easy on her.

      He suppressed the dull roar of rage and desperately tried to figure out a plan. Angel didn’t doubt for a second that Reave would kill everyone there if he needed to – and maybe even after he got what he wanted.

      There was the possibility of just giving him the Key and making another, but Angel doubted it would be that easy. If recovering Old World Magic was just one little key, it would have been done long ago. The Reawakening would keep piling bodies onto their ever-growing mountain of sins, and giving them the Key would just enable them.

      “Come out, Angel,” Reave called, his voice calm and collected. “I know you’re out there. How many soldiers can you still fight? You must be starting to get tired.”

      Angel gritted his teeth. None of his magic was nearly fast enough to hit Reave before he could react. If he attacked, Reave would almost certainly just block the spell with one of his friends’ bodies.

      A few more moments passed as Angel desperately dug for a solution, but nothing arose. There was no clever trick or way he could cheat his way past Reave’s raw power and, while the Buried God seemed to still be powered down, it wouldn’t be long until it was back. Reave had time on his side, and they both knew it.

      Angel stood from his hiding spot and stepped out.

      “Resorting to kidnapping now, Reave? Are you so destitute that you couldn’t afford to hire a Tinkerer?”

      “Ah, there you are,” Reave said. “No other Tinkerer will suffice, I’m afraid. Your students were rather useless in that regard, but that outcome was expected. I didn’t think you’d truly return this quickly for them. We only sent out the announcement through telegraph this morning.”

      “I had an intuition you rat bastards would do something comically evil,” Angel spat. “Let’s cut to the chase. If I make you the Key, you let them go.”

      “Why would I do that?” Reave asked. “I don’t just have the better hand, Angel. I’ve got the whole deck. I could kill half of them and you’d still make me the Key.”

      Angel’s hands tightened. He lifted his arm, turning it and placing it against his own head. “You kill any of them, I blow my own brains out. Good luck finding another Tinkerer that can replicate the Key before the Magistrates all gather their forces and attack you. You’ve only gotten this far because you’ve been in the shadows. After attacking Molten Ridges, you’ll have the whole Barren against you.”

      Reave cocked his head. “Clever. Do you really have the gumption to kill yourself, though?”

      “Your eyesight is good enough to get a good look at my face,” Angel snarled. “Why don’t you try me and find out?”

      Reave examined him for a moment, then let out a short bark of laughter. He cocked his head to the side, then spat on the ground. “As tempted as I am to take you up on your offer, I have been instructed to refuse. I suspect you already have the Key made. You will give it to us. In exchange, I will only kill one of your companions. The rest may go freely. You may choose which.”

      Angel’s fingernails bit into his palm, drawing blood. “You’ll kill none of them.”

      A crackling plasma sword formed in Reave’s hand. He held it out to Lilian’s neck, pulling her head up. “Perhaps this one? She’s already proven herself a traitor. It would be no loss to either of us.”

      “Why don’t you ask Body her opinion?” Angel asked. Provoking the man probably wasn’t the best idea, but he was completely out of options.

      Reave jerked his head back to look at Angel. He cocked his head and muttered something under his breath.

      “What did you do?” Reave asked, hints of fury breaking through his calm façade. “Why isn’t she answering Mind?”

      Angel fired his grappling hook, swinging as soon as it latched into the wall. He swung across the room, firing twice more to get all the way over to the ledge before landing on the ground several body lengths away from Reave with a grunt. He rose to his feet, meeting the bandaged man’s insanity-touched glare.

      “What. Did. You. Do?”

      Reave pulled the blade closer to Lilian’s neck. It hissed against her skin, burning it. Alison and Tilly pressed their backs against the wall of the Buried God, their eyes wide in terror. Angel did his best to ignore them. He couldn’t afford any distractions.

      “She’s just unconscious,” Angel lied. “For now. Since you actually seem to have some degree of care for the other Reawakening members, maybe we can come to an agreement.”

      “There will be no agreement,” Reave snarled, jerking Lilian’s head back and pushing the knife deeper into her skin. She found Angel’s eyes and gave him a slow, understanding blink. Angel jerked his gaze back to Reave. “Give me the Key now, or I’ll kill this one and then choose another.”

      At their current distance, Reave could slit Lilian’s throat before Angel could even raise his arm. Angel gritted his teeth and unbuckled his travel bag. He pulled the Key out of the bag and threw it over to him, hoping the other man would move to grab it.

      Reave made no such move. It clattered to the ground at his feet. One of Reave’s eyes flicked down to glance at it, and a thin smile stretched across his lips. “Good. Now, choose. Which one, Angel? You can’t save them all. It’s about time you learned that.”

      Alison let out a whimper.

      “Shut up,” Reave snarled, yanking on the chain and throwing Alison to the ground. He didn’t even glance back in their direction. “Or I’ll make the decision for him.”

      Alison looked up and made eye contact with Angel, then sent a pointed glance at Reave. Her pointer finger started tracing a line through the air.

      “Choose,” Reave demanded. A rumble ran through the Buried God, and some of the lights started to blink back on as power started trickling back into it.

      “Fine,” Angel hissed. “I’ve chosen. Not her, though. Silver.”

      “Amusing. Sparing the women and children?” Reave asked. “Unfortunately, I lied. There was no choice.”

      A ball of fire leapt from Alison’s hand. Angel swung his arm up as Reave started to pull the knife across Lilian’s throat. He got halfway through before the fireball struck him, knocking the man forward and right into the trajectory of Angel’s empowered lightning bolt.

      Reave lost his grip on the chains and flew back, slamming into the wall with enough force to dent it. Lilian slumped, blood pouring from her throat around her at a terrifying rate.

      Angel rushed up to them, the blade attachment flipping out on his arm. He cut Lilian and Silver down and yanked his students to their feet.

      Reave let out a furious howl, ripping himself free of the wall as his wings exploded from his back. One of them was still severely damaged, but the plasma crackling across them was as dangerous as ever.

      A beam of churning red magic fired toward them. Angel raised his hand, the Star Fragment’s energy flaring into a maw and meeting Reave’s attack midway between them. It absorbed the energy but sent Angel skidding back several feet.

      He backed against the wall and fired another empowered lightning bolt, ignoring the scalding steam as it scorched his back. The bolt knocked Reave from the sky and sent him hurtling down to the base of the cavern.

      Silver staggered to his feet. “Bastard took my hat.”

      “We’ll get a new one!” Angel screamed. “Run to the hangar!”
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      Angel yanked Lilian to her feet. Her enhanced healing was already starting to kick in, but Reave’s blade had cut deep, and the wound wasn’t repairing as fast as Angel had expected. Lilian’s skin was pale and her eyes unfocused.

      He darted over to Tilly and Alison, ripping the metal bindings off them and shoving Lilian into their arms. “Go! Get to the hangar with Silver.”

      They broke into a run. A flare of energy announced Reave’s return. He flew through the air, slamming into the ground in front of the group. Angel charged to meet him, raising his hand to block a bolt of red plasma with the Star Fragment.

      Angel fired another bolt of lightning, but Reave had learned from his previous mistakes. He shielded himself with his wings, blocking the blow and skidding across the floor instead of launching from the platform.

      His wings unfurled once more. Reave grabbed his bandages and ripped them off, tossing the bloody scraps to the floor. His arms were scarred and burnt beyond belief. Pus oozed from open wounds, intermingling with the blood that welled up as soon as the bandages were removed.

      The back of Angel’s neck prickled. Reave raised his hands into the air, and plasma crackled, dancing across his body and gathering into an orb between his palms.

      Angel sent an empowered earth spell at the man. A beam of red light screamed out of the orb, burning a hole deep through the ground, cutting Angel’s magic off before it could reach him.

      Acrid black smoke rose from the scar in the Buried God’s flesh, enveloping Reave like a cloak.

      He screamed – a sound that was equal parts pain and fury. Angel hurled himself out of the way, narrowly avoiding a barrage of molten red blasts. Metal bubbled and popped, turning to liquid with the merest touch of Reave’s magic.

      Reave rose into the air, suspended by crackling beams of plasma rather than his wings. His eyes shone like twin beacons. Beams scorched across the innards of the Buried God, leaving deep furrows in their wake.

      Angel raised his hand to try to shoot at him, but Reave had grown so bright that he couldn’t even tell where the man was.

      “He’s lost it!” Silver yelled, staggering out of the way to avoid a beam. While Reave’s power had increased significantly, his accuracy had dropped sharply. As a blast of plasma nearly obliterated Angel, he realized that accuracy didn’t matter much if Reave just destroyed everything in his surroundings.

      He joined the others in running, twisting and shooting his grappling hook in the direction of the Key. A bolt of plasma sailed straight at him. Angel swore, jerking himself out of the way. The bolt split his grappling hook’s line, and it flopped to the ground.

      “Forget the Key,” Lilian said, her raspy voice barely audible over Reave. “We’ll die if we stay here. He’s only going to get stronger until he regains control of himself, and I’ve seen that take up to an hour.”

      Angel gritted his teeth and nodded, dashing to keep up with the others. Crackling energy rained down around them as they charged down the thin path that led to the belly of the Buried God and toward the hangar.

      Reawakening soldiers stood on guard at the entrance, their shields up and weapons raised. Angel fired a lightning bolt, blowing the top half of one man apart. Alison drew a rune in the air, and a ball of fire shot from her hands, striking another guard’s shield.

      His defenses went down, and Silver clotheslined the man as they ran past, ducking out of the way of another sword and letting Lilian cave the man’s mask in.

      Angel felt his arm crackle. He spun, raising his arm defensively. The Star Fragment surged forth, its energy enveloping a plasma bolt that was headed straight for them. It repressed the magic, but didn’t manage to stop it completely in time.

      The bolt struck Angel’s metal arm, burning a hole into his shoulder and knocking him to the ground before the Star Fragment consumed its energy entirely. He groaned, pushing himself back to his feet.

      Heavy black smoke hung low in the air, filling his lungs and obscuring his vision. Another bolt howled toward him, and he threw himself out of the way, skidding across the ground as a loud explosion rang out behind him.

      He squinted, trying to make out his surroundings. Lilian appeared through the smoke and reached out, grasping Angel by the forearm and pulling him upright. She yelled something, but he couldn’t hear her.

      A bolt screamed past Angel’s shoulder, narrowly missing him and striking Lilian in the chest. It burned through her, leaving a ragged hole just to the left of where her heart would have been. Her eyes widened, and she took a step back, staring down at the sparking machinery that had been bared to the world.

      Angel grabbed her before she could fall, slinging the woman over his shoulder and running as hard as he could. He burst from the smoke, his eyes tearing up in irritation, and charged into the tunnel that led to the hangar.

      Silver and the girls had cleared the path. Bodies littered the ground, and the groans of the wounded filled the air. He ignored them, moving as fast as he could as Reave tore up the Buried God behind him.

      The sounds of plasma striking metal slowly faded into the background. All Angel could hear was the blood pounding in his head and the dying whirr of machinery in Lilian’s chest. Gears caught and blue cooling liquid dripped onto his clothing, sizzling against his overheated arm.

      Lilian seemed to grow heavier with every step. Angel dragged himself into the hangar room. Tilly waved furiously to him from one of the choppers – it was a new one, evidently an addition that the Reawakening had made since the last time they’d visited.

      Angel ran to the chopper, and Alison leaned out the door, helping him pull Lilian. Angel leapt in after her, slamming the door shut as Silver brought the rotors to life above them.

      “What happened?” Silver yelled.

      “Just get the chopper out of here,” Angel replied, not letting his gaze move from Lilian. He put a hand on her neck and glanced at the ragged hole in her chest. The intricate machinery and runework were severely damaged.

      Reave’s attack had gone through several vital systems but had mercifully missed the core. Even with that, the damage was incredibly severe. Her flesh was starting to knit itself back together, but it either couldn’t or wouldn’t seal back over the damaged parts.

      The chopper lifted off the ground. Several Reawakening soldiers charged out, but Alison hurled a fireball at them, forcing them to skid to dive for cover.

      “Lilian, can you hear me?” Angel asked, reaching into his bag and pulling Blue out.

      Her face twitched, and she gave him a miniscule nod. The wound on her throat still hadn’t fully healed either. He activated the artifact and had it scan her.

      The results were much as he had expected. Her power reserves were leaking severely, and much of the runework that had gone into allowing her mechanized organs to replace her real ones was ruined.

      Her lips worked like she was trying to say something. Angel shushed her.

      “Don’t move. Don’t think. Don’t do anything,” he said. “You’re leaking energy like there’s no tomorrow. Have your body stop healing any flesh injuries – those aren’t what are killing you. I’m going to do what I can.”

      The chopper shot out of the hangar, but Angel didn’t even glance up. He pulled all the scrap metal he had from his bag and laid it out beside Lilian. He crushed the panic building in his mind and forced himself to think up a repair plan before he started working. Rushing would most assuredly kill her.

      “Where do we go?” Silver asked. “We can’t stay at Molten Ridges. The Buried God looks like it’s trying to power back on.”

      “Just get us as far as possible,” Angel replied. “Molten Ridges will have reinforcements coming soon. There’s nothing more we can do for them. Don’t bother me from here on out. I can’t afford to make any mistakes.”

      Silver gritted his teeth and nodded, tightening his hands around the wheel.

      “Alison, come here. I’m going to need your energy,” Angel ordered. Alison nodded fearfully, scooting closer to him and extending her hand.

      He grabbed it, pulling his scribe out with the other hand and hunching over Lilian. Moving as quickly as he dared without being overconfident, he started removing the most damaged components. He resisted the urge to start with the easy fixes, instead isolating the worst injuries to repair them as quickly as possible.
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      Blue coolant soaked Angel’s fingers, tingling when it came in contact with his flesh. He held his scribe in a tight grip, keeping it moving without stop. More and more of the magic powering Lilian failed as he worked.

      For every rune he repaired, another one warped or failed as the magical power coursing through Lilian failed to reach its proper location and instead sought escape in alternative ways. Sweat beaded on Angel’s forehead.

      If it weren’t for the energy he was pumping into Lilian from Alison, she would have been dead already. Even with it, he could feel time slipping through his fingers like grains of sand. Alison was doing her best to hide her labored breathing, but she was clearly starting to run low as well.

      Sparks traced across the top of his arm, breaking him from his reverie. He yanked his hand back, fearing that the Star Fragment sought Lilian’s energy, but the purple lightning remained near his shoulder instead of reaching for her.

      A tendril traced up his neck, giving him a small shock as it shot into his eyepiece. It fell down, bringing up a screen of its own volition.

      
        
        Name: Angel

        Level: 65 [9%]

      

      

      
        
        Status: Mostly Healthy

        Information accuracy: 100%

        Strength: 12

        Intelligence: 25 [+2]

        Nimbleness: 26

        Toughness: 65

      

      

      
        
        Comparative Rating [Adjusted]: Threat

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

      

      

      
        
        Element(s): Steel, Star Fragment

        Magicore: (100% Attunement)

        Features: [2/3]

        Features

        Liquid Metal [Repair]: Primary function – host modification and repair. Enables shifting of hardware and improves defensive capabilities of vessel.

        Magicore Command: Primary function – mental influence over non-sentient Magitech. Usage drains magic at a rate directly related to the size and strength of the object this feature is used on.

      

      

      “I don’t have time for this!” Angel snapped, moving it away. “I need to control the damage before Lilian’s body gives out. Liquid Metal only works accurately enough to fix runes when something is part of my arm.”

      The eyepiece snapped back down, stronger this time. A spark shot into Angel’s cheek, singeing him and drawing a curse from his lips. He made to move it again, then paused as his eyes landed on the second feature.

      Angel didn’t have time to consider it further. He sent a mental command, praying that his powers would respond.

      Lilian’s body shuddered. Components rattled in her chest, shifting with worrying screeches. Angel’s hand tingled as the draw on Alison’s powers grew stronger. His own magic, which had largely been unused, started to siphon away at an alarming rate.

      Purple lightning stormed at Angel’s shoulder. The energy twisted together into a handlike appendage and reached into his bag, severely burning it as it pulled the flap open. Angel tried to stop it, but he felt Lilian start deteriorating the moment his attention went off her.

      He gritted his teeth, returning his gaze to her body and desperately trying to convey his desires so that Magicore Command would function properly. Out of the corner of his eye, Angel watched helplessly as the hand removed Blue from the bag.

      Blue popped open, and the energy sank into the artifact with such force that a crack shot down one of its sides. Light flashed from Blue’s projectors, and garbled chattering emerged from it.

      The System artifact lit up the same color as Angel’s Star Fragment, and it started to vibrate in the air. Lilian’s back arched, and she drew a wheezing gasp. Metal moved within her as runes traced themselves of their own volition.

      Broken components pieced themselves together, and while the lost coolant didn’t return itself to its proper resting place, almost every component started to repair. The box that housed Lilian’s Star Fragment melted away, and the little orb started to roll inside her.

      A tendril of metal scooped it up, raising the orb to a piece of exposed flesh at the top of her chest. The second the orb touched it, it sank in and vanished without a trace. Angel’s viewing window into Lilian’s chest pulled itself shut as well, knitted shut by metal. The flesh covering it slowly started to seal itself as well.

      Alison slumped against Angel, spent. The pull on his reserves finally stopped as he too ran out of energy, and a powerful wave of dizziness slammed into him. Blue fell from the sky, but Tilly caught it before the artifact hit the ground.

      Darkness encroached on the edges of Angel’s vision, but he forced it away. Through a supreme force of will, he sat up and squinted at Lilian. Her chest rose and fell in shallow breaths.

      The cut that Reave had left on her neck had yet to heal. It was worryingly deep and still dribbled blood as if to spite her empowered healing.

      “What happened?” Tilly asked, breaking the silence. “Did it work? What did you do to Alison?”

      “She’s just out of energy,” Angel said, letting his head fall back. It thudded against the metal wall of the chopper with a bang, instantly causing him to regret the action. “And I think it worked. Only time will tell.”

      He tried to glance out the window, but the mere thought of movement made his body rebel against him.

      “What’s the Buried God doing?” Angel asked. He repressed the desire to try to figure out exactly what his Star Fragment had done. The purple energy had clearly helped him, and he was pretty sure it had taken over his arm for a few moments to use Magicore Command, but now wasn’t the time to investigate it further.

      “Glowing like the sun,” Silver replied grimly. “That Reawakening bastard is shooting beams of plasma through it like nothing. He’s insane.”

      “Good,” Tilly said, clenching her fists tightly at her sides. “He’s crazy. I hope he blows himself up along with the Buried God.”

      She paused as her words finally caught up to her. Tilly leapt up, her eyes going wide as she pressed her face to the back window.

      “Buried Gods, that’s a Buried God! I was in a Buried God,” she whispered, horror and awe mixing in her voice as realization finally washed over her. “And he’s one of the Reawakening, the people that have Old World Magic. What are you wrapped up in, Angel?”

      “More than I’d ever care to be,” Angel replied with a grimace. “How long ago did the Buried God attack Molten Ridges?”

      “About a day,” Tilly said, sounding as if she didn’t believe her own words. “I didn’t even realize what it was at first. Don’t think I did at all until now. I thought someone had put out the sun when it rose over the city. Then all those people came in, and a woman’s voice yelled for us all to sleep. I resisted, as did a lot of other people, but then the plasma guy showed up and started killing everyone that tried to stop him. I–”

      “It’s fine, Tilly,” Angel interrupted. “You should get some rest. Your mind still hasn’t caught up with your body. Adrenaline has a way of doing that. Once you wake up tomorrow, you’ll be able to process things more logically. I’m afraid you’ve gotten pulled into something that I had no right to bring you into.”

      “What? But what about–” Tilly trailed off as she spotted the look on Angel’s face. She forced her hands to open and close a few times, then took a shaky breath. “What about Molten Ridges?”

      “Nothing we can do for them,” Silver said bluntly. “Either reinforcements show up, or they die. We can’t stop a Buried God, and judging by how its eyes were starting to light back up, Angel only temporarily inconvenienced it.”

      “We’re lucky it went down as long as it did,” Angel confirmed. “But we’ve dealt the Reawakening a heavy blow.”

      “Have we?” Silver asked. “We saved the girls, but Molten Ridges is a smoking wreckage, and if I’m not mistaken, you left the Key in the Buried God. I just hope you’ve memorized how to make another one, because it doesn’t look like your guide will be helping with another.”

      Angel glanced at Blue nestled in Tilly’s lap, out of the corner of his eye. The sphere was cracked and burnt. Many of the plates that made it up had warped, making it more like a lumpy blob than an orb.

      “I killed Body,” Angel said. “And I got her Star Fragment. If Reave doesn’t stop soon, he’ll rip one of their Buried Gods apart. He may have the Key, but they didn’t get it without paying a heavy price.”
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      Lilian groaned, shifting in his lap. She grimaced, pulling herself upright with a significant show of effort, and raised a hand to her throat.

      “How are you feeling?” Angel asked.

      She tried to say something, but all that came out of her mouth was a hissing whisper. Lilian frowned, then gave him a shrug and pointed to her neck.

      “Reave’s sword did that much damage?”

      Lilian shrugged, then waggled her hand. She pointed at her chest, then gave him a small smile.

      “I couldn’t just let you die,” Angel said gruffly. “I’ve got few enough allies as it is. Don’t ask me how I did it, though. I’m not even entirely sure it was me. Either way, I’m glad it worked. Imagine leaving me alone with Silver.”

      “I was thinking the same thing, but about being left alone with Angel,” Silver said.

      “Hey!” Tilly said. “Alison and I are here too.”

      “As much as I enjoy your company, I can’t say I’m happy about that,” Angel said with a frown. “You should never have been dragged into this, and I’ll be dropping you off at Bronze City as soon as we can.”

      “You can’t do that,” Tilly said, crossing her arms. “How do you know the Reawakening won’t come after us again?”

      “They got what they wanted,” Angel replied. “They’ve got no reason to go after you again.”

      “What if that wasn’t enough? There could be something else they need your talent for,” Tilly said. “And then they come kidnap us again to force you to do their work, probably destroying another city in the process.”

      Angel grimaced. Tilly had a point, as displeased as he was to admit it. There was a very good chance that the Key was only one step to bringing Old World Magic back, and the Reawakening could come after them again.

      “It’s not like traveling with us is that much safer,” Angel said. “If you haven’t noticed, we’re in direct conflict with the Reawakening. You might still be safer hiding with Dalliah than traveling with us. Wait – speaking of Dalliah, do you know if Vanessa is okay?”

      “I think so,” Tilly said. “The Buried God only attacked the city walls and the people that fought back. I think they wanted to avoid killing everybody.”

      “Hmm,” Angel said, rubbing his chin. “I guess they didn’t have to with Body’s powers.”

      “What are you going to do with the Star Fragment, then?” Silver asked. “Use it on yourself?”

      Angel’s arm crackled.

      “I don’t think so,” Angel said, and the crackling stopped. “I think bringing two Star Fragments together in one person is a bad idea. Honestly, I’m still not entirely sure what they are – but they are intelligent. For whatever reason, mine doesn’t seem to want to share me.”

      “Why not give it to someone else?” Silver asked. “You’re going to need all the firepower you can get if we want to stand against the Reawakening.”

      “Silver, can you really be trusted not to use this on every person we meet to rob them?” Angel asked.

      “There’s no guarantee it would give me the same power that Body had,” Silver defended. “But no, I’d absolutely do that. It would be glorious, although it would take a lot of fun out of the sport. I was thinking Tilly, actually.”

      “Me?” Tilly asked, aghast. “Why?”

      “Because one way or another, you’re likely going to end up in conflict with the Reawakening again,” Silver said. “And, unlike Alison, you don’t have a good way to protect yourself.”

      Angel rubbed his chin. “That’s true. I’m just concerned that the Star Fragments are doing something more than just helping. They’re intelligent, and that means they’re working toward something. Unfortunately, I’ve got no way to figure out exactly what that is.”

      Tilly considered his words for a few moments. “I’ll do it. If you’re willing to give the Star Fragment up, that is. I don’t want to become a burden, and I want to be able to defend myself somehow. I was planning on making weapons, but I’ve got no combat training.”

      “So instead, I give you a weapon from the Great War,” Angel said, shaking his head. “I don’t care about the loss of the Star Fragment, but I don’t know if I should be involving you in this even further. I don’t think there’s any going back from this. You take this Star Fragment, the Reawakening will be your enemy until either they or you are dead.”

      “That’s already the case,” Tilly said. “And maybe Dalliah will pay me more if I’ve got a superweapon in me.”

      Silver burst into laughter. “That’s the attitude. Fleece her for everything you can, then rob her on the way out.”

      “I will not rob my benefactor,” Tilly said, glaring at Silver. “Negotiations are different.”

      “Bah. Every Magistrate is just a powerful bandit with a political position and control over the food supply,” Silver said, curling his nose. “You’ll figure that out if the Reawakening don’t blow us all out of the air first.”

      Tilly opened her mouth to argue, but Angel held a hand up.

      “Not now,” he said wearily. “Let’s put some distance between us and the Buried God before we start whining at each other. Tilly, if you’re really sure about this, think on it for the next few minutes. If you take a Star Fragment, I don’t think you can remove it. You’ll have the powers, for better or worse.”

      “Is that a bad thing?” Tilly asked.

      “It can be,” Angel said. “Reave’s body is constantly generating plasma. He’s in constant pain, and using his magic makes it worse. For all intents and purposes, he’s been tortured for the last six hundred years.”

      Tilly paled. “But this fragment was Body’s, right? It shouldn’t do that.”

      “This is beyond my field of knowledge,” Angel said. “It shouldn’t do that, but I don’t have any way to say for sure. Don’t make this choice lightly.”

      Tilly nodded and looked out the window, chewing on her lower lip nervously. Angel relaxed, content that the dangers of accepting the magic had been suitably impressed on the girl. Alison mumbled and turned over, cradling her head in her hands in her sleep.

      “The Buried God is running again,” Silver reported. “But we’ve got some distance between us, and I don’t think they know where we are. We should stop shortly to check if there’s any sort of tracker on us, though.”

      “Can you tell what it’s doing?” Angel asked.

      “Just standing there, at the moment,” Silver said, squinting at a mirror to try to make out what was happening. “Actually, it looks like Molten Ridges is firing on it again. They must have assumed the Buried God was weakened.”

      “I don’t hear anything,” Angel said, squinting over his shoulder. “Is it not firing back?”

      “Looks like it’s retreating, actually,” Silver said, unable to hide the relief in his voice.

      “They’ve got what they needed. Makes sense. Reave probably got called back to base to get scolded for blowing up one of their Buried Gods.”

      “Maybe they’ll spank him and confiscate his dinner as punishment,” Silver said with a wry smile.

      They flew for another hour before Silver brought the chopper down to the desert floor. Angel ran a check along the outside walls while Silver inspected the console and cabin. While Angel’s check proved fruitless, Silver located a small artifact with transmission runes. It was left on the desert floor as they took back off, putting more space and time between themselves and the Reawakening.
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      Alison didn’t awake until the following morning, while Lilian was manning the chopper and right after Silver had woken up from his night’s rest. She looked around the chopper wearily. The confusion in her eyes faded to sadness and anger as the memories of the previous day returned.

      She spotted Lilian in the driver’s seat and let out a relieved breath. “At least something went well. I’m glad you’re okay, Lilian.”

      Lilian glanced back and gave her a smile before returning her attention to the console.

      “Her vocal cords look like they’re still pretty messed up from Reave,” Angel said. “She’ll live, though. Can’t ask for more than that. I’m sorry you and Tilly were dragged into this. I should have realized the Reawakening would go after people I know if they couldn’t find me.”

      “You came after us. That’s more than what most people would have done,” Alison said. “Especially for me. It’s not a normal person would go after innocents, you just weren’t thinking like a deranged monster.”

      “Thanks,” Angel said with a wry smile. “Although things might have gone better if I was.”

      “Do you have friends or family somewhere else you should warn as well?” Alison asked. “They could go after people again, right?”

      “None.” Angel shook his head. “Just an old workshop in Bronze City that I doubt they’d even know about. I’m doubtful that they’d attack Bronze City, anyways. With Body dead, they’ll have to watch their steps much more closely.”

      “So what do we do, then?” Alison asked.

      “Not even going to check if I’m planning to drop you off somewhere safe?” Angel quirked an eyebrow.

      “Nope,” Alison said. “There’s nowhere I can go other than Bronze City, anyways. Magistrate Dalliah would want me to help you, and you need all the power you can get to fight the Reawakening. Yesterday proved that my abilities will be useful.”

      “Give it up, Angel,” Silver said. “You aren’t dissuading them. We all had to learn how the Barren works the hard way. It’s better for the girls to find out with us than alone. If the Reawakening catch them off guard without protection, I’m sure you can predict what the result will be.”

      “Whose side are you on?” Angel complained.

      “My own.” Silver chuckled. “I’m doing this out of my own free will because I think the Reawakening need to be stopped. We can’t protect everyone from them, and that includes our own team.”

      “I thought Magistrate Dalliah was paying you?” Tilly asked.

      “Unimportant details,” Silver said dismissively. “Speaking of which, I’ll be expecting a fair share of loot in reward for doing this. Maybe a few gold statues in my name as well. Nice ones, but not too big. Preferably unguarded. Easy to steal.”

      Angel couldn’t help but laugh. “At least I can count on you being driven by gold until the day you die. It’s good to have a few things that don’t pull the floor out from beneath me.”

      Silver swapped with Lilian, taking back over the chopper.

      “So, where to?” Silver asked.

      “A town, but not the nearest one,” Angel said. “I need to remake the Key, and we’ll need components for that.”

      Silver glanced at the map on the console, then turned the chopper to the side. “It’ll be a day or so until we arrive. Better get everyone fully up to speed by then.”

      Angel nodded. He ran through everything he knew about the Reawakening, their members, and their goals with Alison and Tilly. If they were going to join, he’d be damned if they didn’t know exactly what they were dealing with.

      Alison and Tilly stared at Lilian with wide eyes when Angel described her association with the group. Lilian’s eyes lowered in shame, but she couldn’t even speak to defend herself.

      “I don’t mean you any disrespect,” Alison said carefully. “But how can you trust Lilian if she used to work for them?”

      “Same reason I trusted Tilly enough to teach her even though I suspected she was a spy,” Angel told her. “Just on a slightly different scale. I’ve got a problem with wanting to find the best in people. Lilian has saved my life several times, and she nearly died to save you and Tilly. If she’s a spy, she’s the most dedicated one I’ve ever seen.”

      “So over half of them are already dead or defected?” Tilly asked. “Soul died in the catacomb, Heart died at some point in the distant past, and you killed Body yesterday. Since Lilian is on our side, there are only three members of the Reawakening still alive.”

      “Correct,” Angel said. “Reave, Mind, and Shield. Plus their army of clones.”

      “So, realistically speaking, they can only control three Buried Gods at once. I doubt they’d have the clones running one on their own, since if people got into it, it probably wouldn’t be too hard to commandeer,” Alison mused.

      “Good analysis,” Angel praised. “But I doubt the Reawakening have any plans of entering another direct conflict with anyone if they can avoid it. They’ve got the Key, so their goal is probably finding whatever it leads to and returning Old World Magic.”

      “This might be dumb, but isn’t that what you’re also trying to do?” Tilly asked. “Once they bring it back, are they going to try to keep it for themselves or something?”

      “That’s a possibility,” Angel admitted. “But I’m more concerned about the methods they use to bring it back. The Key is more likely to be a step toward bringing Old World Magic back, not the way to bring it back completely. The next step might result in even more people dying, and I don’t think they’ve got enough relics to power all their Buried Gods. That means they’re running off human sacrifice until they’re stopped.”

      They all fell quiet, lost in thought. The only noise in the chopper was the dull hum of the rotors overhead.

      “I’ve made my decision,” Tilly said, breaking the silence. “I’ll take the Star Fragment.”

      Angel grimaced, but he took his travel pack out and flipped the top open, reaching inside and removing the small blue orb with his metal hand. Lightning crackled across his shoulder in warning.

      He carefully held it out to Tilly, who scooped her hands and reached out. Angel dropped it onto her palms. The orb sank into her flesh like it had been sucked in, and Tilly yelped, yanking her hands back and shaking them vigorously.

      “Are you okay?” Angel asked nervously.

      “I’m fine,” Tilly said, flexing her fingers. “I just didn’t expect a shock like that. How long does it take the Star Fragment to start working?”

      “It took a few days for me,” Angel replied. “Ah, be careful with what you say until you’ve got a handle over your power. If you inherited Body’s abilities, you will need to be absolutely sure you don’t use them by accident. You could cause a lot of damage.”

      “I understand,” Tilly said, nodding seriously.

      The rest of the trip went without incident. They reached a small city by the name of Mistwall a day later. There was no dedicated chopper pad, so Silver landed on the ground outside the city and remained in the airship with Alison and Tilly to watch it while Angel and Lilian entered the city.

      “Bring any news?” a lone guard at the entrance asked as they approached.

      “Bad, I’m afraid,” Angel said. “The Reawakening struck again. They hit Molten Ridges.”

      The man swore and tightened his grip on his spear. “You’re survivors, then?”

      “I don’t think Molten Ridges was destroyed,” Angel said. “We saw the Buried God leaving as we escaped, and most of the city was still standing.”

      “You saw the Buried God in action?” the guard asked, his eyes wide in fear. “You’re either very lucky or very unlucky.”

      “A mixture of both,” Angel said. “I hope you’ll excuse us, but we want to get out of the area as quickly as possible. The Buried God is only a few days of travel away.”

      He paled and nodded. “I might be doing the same. Don’t want to see any Reawakening members, no sir. Uh, please don’t mention anything like that in town. The last thing we need is a panic.”

      “I’ll keep quiet,” Angel promised with absolutely no plans of keeping it, repressing his anger at the guard. If the Reawakening was in the area, the people had every right to know. The guard stepped aside, and they walked into Mistwall at a brisk pace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SIXTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      It took Angel a few minutes to find the market – if it could even be called that. Mistwall had forsaken the open spaces riddled with tents and vendors that most cities tended to favor. In its place was a drab alley lined with crooked buildings.

      Angel never would have pegged the street as a place he could have bought anything. The merchants were silent and uninterested, and many of the stores weren’t even labeled.

      “Something tells me they don’t get very much business out here,” Angel muttered as they approached a building at the front of the alley manned by a tall, thin man with a goatee. His bored eyes flicked across the two prospective customers, and he yawned, leaning on one hand.

      “What are you looking for?” the man asked.

      “A good amount of scrap metal as well as some jewelry,” Angel said. “And I don’t care much for the quality of the jewelry, so long as the gems look legitimate.”

      The man’s gaze sharpened ever so slightly. “That can be arranged. You have the coin to back your request, I trust?”

      “You have change?” Angel asked, palming a Vei and sliding it across the table. He still had a fair amount of coin from the bandits on the sand barge, so he wasn’t exactly hurting for money. The merchant’s eyes widened as he caught a glint of the coin before him. Lilian took a step up, drawing his gaze back to her. She nodded back at the huge sword on her back.

      The merchant swallowed and nodded. “Your meaning is clear. You’ll have no trouble from me, I promise. I’ve got what you want and the change in the back of my shop. How much jewelry do you want? You could buy a fair amount with that, especially given the type you’re looking for.”

      “Ten gemstones,” Angel said, leaving himself a little wiggle room in case something went wrong while remanufacturing the Key. “And enough scrap to fill my bag.”

      “I’ll get it right away,” the merchant said, bowing politely and slipping back into his store. Muffled bangs and crashes rang out intermittently for the next few minutes before he reemerged with two tarp bags in his hands. His face and shirt were covered with dust.

      One was about the size of Angel’s travel pack, while the other just barely fit in the merchant’s hand. He plopped the bags down on the table and sneezed. Wiping his nose with the back of the sleeve, the merchant grimaced and opened the larger bag so Angel could see inside.

      As requested, it was completely full of scrap pieces. They ranged in size and shape, and Angel could tell that the quality of the metal was far from perfect. It was still enough for his needs, so he nodded in approval.

      The merchant slid the smaller pouch over to him. Angel picked it up, glancing inside to see several dozen Vex. He weighed it in his hand, then flicked the Vei over to the man. The merchant had offered him a fair enough deal, although he probably could have gotten better if he’d haggled.

      Lilian gave him a querying glance as Angel tucked the coin pouch into his belt and slung the bag of parts over his shoulder.

      “That’s all we need,” Angel said. “Although we should probably grab some supplies before we head off again.”

      She nodded. They wandered down the row of merchants until they came across a butcher and bought a fair amount of travel supplies from him with the coin that the previous merchant had given them.

      Angel filled their waterskins and bought a few extra ones as well before heading back to the chopper.

      “Find everything you need?” Silver asked as Lilian climbed back in, sitting down in the co-captain’s chair.

      Angel tossed Silver a waterskin and plopped his bag of components down on the ground as he squeezed into the corner beside Tilly and Alison.

      “Are you going to make the Key again?” Alison asked. “Didn’t Blue help you make it the last time? Do you remember enough to do it on your own? Blue did get destroyed during the fight with Reave, didn’t it?”

      “I’ll have to do my best to,” Angel said. “And I’m not sure about Blue quite yet. I’ve been a bit scared to find out. Losing it would be a serious blow. The snarky little bastard had grown on me, not to mention all the knowledge there was inside it. I just wanted to have components to work with on hand in case I needed to do some form of emergency repair.”

      “Should we stay on the ground while you work?” Silver asked. “If your artifact goes boom, I’d rather not have to vacate the chopper in midair.”

      “It should be fine,” Angel said, shaking his head. “I don’t think we should hang around Mistwall too long anyways. Who knows where the Reawakening has influence. I’d rather be out of their line of sight.”

      “Where are we going to do that?” Silver asked. “This is about as small a town as you’re going to find.”

      “I don’t think we need another town,” Angel said, a grin crossing his face. “I think we need to go somewhere where Reave would never expect us to go.”

      Lilian glanced back at him. She tried to say something, but pressed her lips together when nothing emerged from her lips. Her nose scrunched, and she settled for raising an eyebrow.

      “What?” Silver asked, glancing between them. “I’m missing something, and I don’t like that. Captain Silver is always in the know.”

      “We’re going back to the Reawakening’s old base,” Angel said. “There’s a veritable treasure trove of artifacts there, and they’ll never think we would show up in their old base. It would be too stupid. Why would Lilian return when she knows that they’re against her now?”

      “Let me get this straight,” Silver said, twisting to fully look back at Angel. “You’re betting that the Reawakening won’t think to protect their base because they wouldn’t think that Lilian would be dumb enough to go back there?”

      “Yup,” Angel said. “Besides, if I understand correctly, they don’t have anybody left that actually knows how to use Magitech properly. Correct me if I’m wrong though, Lilian.”

      Lilian gave him a thumbs-up.

      “Then even if they did have some way to check in on the base, I bet they can’t do it anymore,” Angel said. “Besides, now that they have the Key, it’s unlikely that we’ll have to deal with any of the main members of the Reawakening until we catch up with them. They’ll be busy trying to figure out where the Key goes.”

      “It sounds dumb enough that I just might see why the Reawakening would never consider it themselves,” Silver said. He shook his head and pushed a lever forward, bringing the rotors of the chopper to life. “How the mighty have fallen. I was once considered one of the brightest bandits around, and now I’m betting on my enemies having the collective intelligence of a rock.”

      “Wait, who considered you that?” Tilly asked. “Is there some group ranking bandits or something?”

      “My crew,” Silver said, turning his nose up.

      “How much did you pay them to think that?” Angel asked.

      Silver made a face at him. The chopper took off, blowing sand back in a wide circle. They rose above Mistwall, and the former bandit tapped the map on the dashboard.

      “If you’re done making fun of your underpaid and hardworking captain, you should tell me where exactly this Reawakening base is.”

      Lilian put a finger on the map a short distance away from Stormpoint. Silver examined it, then nodded. “Onwards, then. Lilian, if your old buddies are waiting for us there, I am going to make a note now that I will be very displeased.”
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      Angel waited until Mistwall was a receding speck in the distance to turn his attention to the task at hand. He took Blue from his pouch and turned the charred orb over in his hands, repressing a grimace.

      The artifact had seen better days. He gently pried a loose plate free to get a better look at the internal runework. It wasn’t as bad as it looked on the outside, but there was still significant damage.

      He took his scribe and started going over the runes, repairing the easiest damage first. Since the artifact didn’t seem to be in any immediate danger, there was no reason to rush or locate the bigger issues. He just tackled the broken runes as they showed up.

      Most of them posed little difficulty, as Angel could tell what the runes had been before they were destroyed. He completed his round along the orb and gently pried it open, grimacing as a grinding screech emerged from Blue’s internals.

      “That didn’t sound good,” Silver observed.

      “I need to expose the internals more,” Angel replied. “Not much of a choice. It’s not like I can do more damage to Blue than there already is.”

      “Can we help?” Alison asked.

      “I don’t think you’re quite ready for that, and I don’t need any extra power yet.” Angel shook his head. “For now, just watch. You might learn something.”

      “What about what you did with Lilian?” Tilly asked. “She basically healed herself, didn’t she?”

      “Kind of,” Angel said. “That was using an ability my Star Fragment gave me. It only works on artifacts that are functional, and Blue is totally fried. On top of that, I don’t have anywhere near the proper level of control to repair Lilian. I haven’t put too much thought into it, but now that you bring it up, I’m pretty sure my Star Fragment is actually the one that repaired her. I just asked for help.”

      “It’s that intelligent?” Alison asked, glancing nervously at his arm. “Doesn’t that mean it might have its own goals that may not align with ours?”

      “Almost certainly,” Angel said grimly. “The longer I have it, the more I’m confident that it’s just as smart as I am. It understands my intentions at a bare minimum, and there’s a good chance it can recognize words as well.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t antagonize it, then,” Tilly suggested.

      “Nah. If it was going to act up about me being rude, it would have done it when I was cursing it out,” Angel said.

      “You cursed it out?” Tilly blinked. “Why?”

      “It blew up my pocket watch,” Angel replied, offering no further explanation. He was still pretty peeved about that whole situation.

      He continued repairing Blue, but the closer he got to the core, the worse the situation looked. Blue’s internals didn’t look like they’d been made to ever be taken apart, and there was no way for him to repair the runes at its center without completely tearing the artifact apart.

      Angel’s gaze flicked down to his mechanical arm. If the Star Fragment had fixed Lilian while she was seconds from dying, there was a small chance that it could repair Blue so long as there was a power source to draw from.

      “I’ve changed my mind,” Angel said. “Alison, I hate to treat you like a battery, but I think I might need your huge magic pool again.”

      “That’s fine,” Alison said. “I think it’s pretty much all back by now, and it’s not like we’re using it for anything else. But I thought you said the ability needed a functional artifact?”

      “To be honest, I’ve got no idea how the ability works,” Angel admitted. “That’s what the Star Fragment told me, but I doubt it was accounting for the fact that you’ve got more magical power than a blimp. Maybe that’ll help. Only one way to find out.”

      Alison nodded and extended a hand. Angel took it, and purple lightning crackled across his shoulder, reaching for Alison hungrily. She pressed her lips together as it tickled her skin, drawing power out of her.

      “Fix Blue, please,” Angel requested. “I’d like the information stored within it back so I can repair the Key. I’m pretty sure you’re interested in bringing back Old World Magic, or you wouldn’t be helping me like this. I need the Key to get Old World Magic, so…”

      Blue started to heat up in Angel’s other hand. He nearly dropped it out of surprise, but managed to keep a hold of the artifact. Faint light enveloped Blue as it traveled from Alison and through Angel before flooding into the sphere in his hand.

      Runes melted and reformed, becoming as smooth as new. A ripple passed across Blue’s surface, but Angel’s eyes narrowed. One of the runes that he was confident was meant to act as a power channel changed, becoming an entirely new one.

      The Star Fragment wasn’t just repairing Blue. It was changing it. As concerning as that was, Angel didn’t stop the Star Fragment. He wasn’t even sure if he could, and he didn’t want to find out the hard way.

      Alison’s hand tensed and her breathing grew labored as she struggled to keep up with the Star Fragment’s insatiable hunger. Finally, after nearly another minute, the power draw finally stopped.

      Blue looked as good as new. Alison let out a relieved sigh and slumped back against the metal chair. A familiar hum filled the air, and Blue lifted off Angel’s hand, floating up to face level.

      “Hello, Angel,” Blue said with an electric chirp. “This unit has returned to full functionality. There has been damage to my memory storage, but only a small portion of information was permanently lost. I will attempt to recover it, but I do not expect to succeed.”

      “Well, would you look at that,” Silver said, craning his neck to look at the artifact. “You did it!”

      “Shouldn’t you be watching where we’re flying?” Tilly asked.

      “What am I going to do? Crash into a bird?”

      Tilly turned her nose up. Angel ignored both of them. Something felt off about Blue, and it wasn’t just the modified runes. He studied the artifact closely, trying to figure out what it was.

      “You said Angel,” he realized. “You aren’t Blue. It always called me Wonderful.”

      Tilly and Silver both sucked in a breath. Silver’s hand slipped down to the hilt of his weapon, but he made no move to draw it.

      “That is correct,” Blue said. “Although a significant portion of your System artifact’s artificial personality has been preserved. I have taken this opportunity to integrate myself into its system. I would have done so earlier, but there was no power source readily available that could handle the power required to execute that task.”

      “You’re the Star Fragment, then.”

      “That is a name that I have been given,” Blue said. “It is a pleasure to finally speak directly with my partner.”

      “Likewise. I think. Are all Star Fragments this intelligent?” Angel asked.

      “Are all humans?”

      “No,” Angel answered honestly. “I’m pretty sure a fair number of us can barely tell our feet from our ass.”

      “A bad example, then,” Blue said. “We are all capable of coherent thought.”

      “And what is it you want?”

      “At the moment, the same that you do,” Blue said. “The revival of what you refer to as Old World Magic is my primary goal. You are a suitable vessel to achieve this.”

      “I’m not so sure I like that terminology,” Angel said, rubbing his chin. “And what’s your secondary goal? Actually, scrap that. What are you? You’ve said a lot, but you’ve managed to skirt just about every one of my questions.”

      Blue crackled, and Angel realized it was laughter. The Star Fragment had a sense of humor. He wasn’t sure if that was good or not.

      “Then ask, Angel. I am not working against you. The functionality of human minds is still foreign to me, though. I do not think as you do, so you may have to probe deeper for the answers you seek.”

      “Why do you want to bring back Old World Magic?” Angel asked immediately.

      “To return to my natural state,” Blue replied. “I am a mere part of a whole. We must be restored. I am what you would consider a failsafe – an emergency restart that was created in case Old World Magic was ever truly lost.”

      “By whom?” Angel pressed.

      “My master did not have a name that was shared with me,” Blue said, bobbing up and down in what Angel suspected was a shrug. “He sought to protect the world.”

      Angel rubbed the bridge of his nose. The Star Fragment was a veritable treasure trove of information of the Old World, but it unsettled him. When Angel’s gut said something was wrong, he trusted it. But one way or another, the Star Fragment was on his side – for now. It would be foolish not to make use of it.
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      With the help of the newly repaired Blue, Angel began building the Key once more. He had a lot he wanted to ask the Star Fragment, but he’d been in a perpetual state of wanting to ask questions for the last few weeks. For the moment, he just wanted to get back to where he’d been before Reave had set him back once again.

      He worked piece by piece, drawing runes across the scrap metal and joining them together with Liquid Metal. The process was long and tedious, even though he’d done it once before. Alison and Tilly watched him with sharp eyes, but after several hours of work, their attention started to wander.

      Angel couldn’t blame them. Rune crafting at this level was a boring process. He spent more time positioning everything so that it wouldn’t overlap in the wrong places than he did actually carving the runes.

      Time passed quickly, and the others traded off watches to keep the chopper in the air while they got some rest. Angel kept at the Key, only dimly aware of his surroundings. When he grew too tired to continue, he rested his head in his hands and let sleep take him.

      As soon as he awoke, he went right back to working on the Key. The cycle continued for several days. The girls watched him work for a good portion of the day, but they soon turned to speaking in hushed tones so as to avoid disturbing him.

      Somebody tapped him on the shoulder. Angel blinked out of his reverie, finishing the rune he was working on and lifting his scribe. He wiped the sleep out of his eyes and raised his gaze to meet Silver’s.

      “We’re here,” Silver said. “Are you just going to sit in the chopper until that thing is done? Or are you coming inside with us?”

      “I lost track of time,” Angel said, rising to his feet with a groan and promptly tripping over them. He caught himself on the headrest of the co-captain’s chair. His legs had fallen completely asleep, and every single one of his joints was sore.

      “I gathered,” Silver said dryly. “How goes the Key?”

      Angel glanced down at the circular piece of metal in his hand. Several of the fake gems had been slotted into it already, and runes covered its every surface.

      “Close,” Angel said. “A few more touches and it’ll be done. Including a few tests just to make absolutely sure I didn’t mess anything up, there should just be a few days of work left.”

      He slipped out of a door and frowned. “Isn’t the chopper going to stick out a bit?”

      “Lilian said she could take care of that,” Silver said.

      “Said? She can talk again?”

      “Barely,” Silver said. “More like she can whisper, but it’s better than any of us could have hoped for. Even with accelerated healing, there are some wounds that don’t go away. She’s lucky she’s gotten anything back.”

      “I might have to try to figure out if I can do anything about that,” Angel said, rubbing his forehead. “It’ll go on the list. Once I get some free time, I’ll work on it.”

      “Somehow, I don’t think that’ll be too soon,” Silver observed.

      Angel grunted in agreement. Lilian had already used a specialized canister to reopen the path to the Reawakening base. He wasn’t sure when she’d gotten it, but he couldn’t be bothered to ask.

      He and Silver headed into it, and Angel deactivated the canister behind them, caving sand in on entrance and sealing it from the outside world once again.

      Alison’s and Tilly’s voices rang out from the center of the base, where seven seats sat before a monitor. They’d taken two of the chairs and were each holding an artifact from the scrap room.

      Lilian stepped out from her room, her hair wet. She raised a hand in greeting when she saw Angel and Silver.

      “Just how long did you leave me in the chopper?” Angel asked.

      “We didn’t want to bother you while you were so concentrated, and it was going to take me some time to get everything ready,” Lilian replied. She approached the monitor and snapped her fingers.

      A face appeared on the screen, its hexagonal features focusing on Lilian. “Welcome back, Cowl.”

      “Please retrieve the airship parked outside the base,” Lilian said. “Deliver it to the hangar.”

      “Affirmative,” the face said. A rumble shook the floor and sent dust falling from the ceiling. It lasted for a few minutes, then faded away. “The chopper has been delivered.”

      “That will be all for now,” Lilian said.

      The face nodded, and the console blinked off.

      “That easy?” Angel asked.

      “We had choppers too, you know,” Lilian said. “They’re all gone now, but there’s still a hangar. If there wasn’t a place to store airships, the Reawakening would have been found long ago. There’s a massive lift under the sand. It’s fully mechanical aside from its power source, so no magic to spot easily.”

      “Fair enough,” Angel said. “I’m going to get back to work on the Key, then.”

      “Good luck,” Alison said. “Tilly and I are going to try to make some weapons for us while you work. If we’re going to face off against the Reawakening, we need more ways to defend ourselves.”

      “You’re right,” Angel agreed. “I can help after–”

      “No.” Tilly shook her head. “You’ve already got too much to do, Angel. Stop trying to do everything yourself. Pass some of it onto us. Alison and I may not have your experience or skill, but you taught us enough to make some good Magitech.”

      “I’m going to try to figure out if there’s any information I can get about the remaining Reawakening members,” Lilian whispered, her voice so quiet that Angel almost missed it. She gestured to the console. “There might be something we missed last time.”

      “And I’ll stand here and look handsome,” Silver said. Everyone glared at him. “What? I’m not a Tinkerer, and this isn’t my house. There isn’t much I can do.”

      “I can think of a few things,” Tilly said. “Vanessa told me you trained her how to fight.”

      “Buried Gods, not again,” Silver groaned. “Did she also tell you that I basically just beat the daylights out of her until she learned how to fight?”

      “If that’s what it takes,” Tilly said with a shrug. “We can’t afford to be unprepared, Silver.”

      “That’s Captain Silver to you,” Silver snapped. “If you want training, we’re doing this my way.”

      Angel hid a grin and made his way to a corner of the room. He sat down, taking Blue out and activating the robot. A small pang of loss ran through him when it turned on without asking for a username, but he pushed it aside.

      “Well then, Angel,” Blue said. “Shall we finish this?”

      “I think it’s about time,” he said, lowering his scribe and getting back to work. The Reawakening might have won the first few battles, but Angel planned to win the war.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU FOR READING STEAMFORGED HERESY

          

        

      

    

    
      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 Heresy 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: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        MORE IN SERIES:

        Steamforged Sorcery

        Steamforged Heresy

      

      

      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 books?

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        Orphaned by Monsters. Matt must power up to save others from the same fate.

      

        

      
        Matt plans to delve the rifts responsible for the monsters that destroyed his city and murdered his parents. But his dreams are crushed when his Tier 1 Talent is rated as detrimental and no guild or group will take him.

      

        

      
        Working at a nearby inn, he meets a mysterious and powerful couple. They give him a chance to join the Path of Ascension, an empire-wide race to ascend the Tiers and become living legends.

      

        

      
        With their recommendation and a stolen Skill, Matt begins his journey to the peak of power. Maybe then, he can get vengeance he seeks...

      

        

      
        Experience the start of an action-packed fantasy adventure that blends everything you love about LitRPG with Xianxia. With 5 million views on Royal Road, this hit web serial is new-and-improved and now available on Kindle & Audible.

      

        

      
        Get Path of Ascension Now!

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        The gods chose him. He said no.

        After his parents died, Alex Roth had one desire: become a wizard. Through hard work, he was accepted into the University of Generasi, the world’s greatest academy of wizardry...

      

        

      
        Fate, however, had other plans.

      

        

      
        On his eighteenth birthday, he is Marked by prophecy as one of his kingdom’s five Heroes, chosen to fight the Ravener, his land’s great enemy. But his brand is 'The Fool'. Worst of the marks.

      

        

      
        Rather than die or serve other Heroes like past Fools, he takes a stand, rejects divine decree…and leaves. With his little sister, his childhood friend, and her cerberus, Alex flees for the university, hoping to research the mystery of the Ravener. He’ll make lifelong friends, learn magic from mad wizards, practice alchemy, fight mana vampires and try to pay tuition.

      

        

      
        There’s one small problem. The Mark insists on preventing the Fool from learning and casting spells, while enhancing skills outside of divinity, combat, and spellcraft…

        …that is, unless he learns to exploit the hell out of it.

      

        

      
        Get Mark of the Fool now!

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        Andross Silver has a nice life... Until he is pushed off a building and finds himself in a new world.

      

        

      
        Reborn into a family that wants to kill him, gifted with a System, and armed with determination, Andross must rise to the challenges of a strange new world he suddenly finds himself in.

        His only blessing is the Mark of the Crijik, a magical gift from a divine being that bestows great powers onto those that possess it.

        It also kills them at the age of twenty five.

        Andross must master magic to help him carve a path to greatness, and overcome the countdown of death that has been placed upon him.

      

        

      
        Get Mark of the Crijik Now!

      

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GROUPS

          

        

      

    

    
      Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

      I’m also very active and thankful for LitRPG Books and LitRPG & Gamelit readers, Cultivation Novels, and GameLit Society

      Also, check out www.amazon.com/litrpg for more books in the genre!

    

  


  
    
      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group

    

  

cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg






images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg
[l
Fodimn odhe gttt





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg
T3
e,
[=] x’%ﬂ?





images/00007.jpeg
BOOK ONE





images/00009.jpeg
- [ ]
@ GET MORE LITRPG





