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      The Key to returning Old World Magic, a rune-covered disk that had taken Angel nearly a week to make for the second time, was on fire. This wasn’t the first time that it had set itself aflame that day, but it was the first time it had done so while Angel was holding it.

      He fumbled with the artifact, cursing as he cut the flow of magical energy and leapt to his feet, patting out the fire before it could spread to his clothes.

      “That appears to be the wrong rune,” Blue said, not sounding particularly concerned. Angel found himself missing the original Blue even more. This new one, controlled by the Star Fragment that resided within his arm, felt far less friendly. “This is good. The remaining combinations have been reduced by several magnitudes.”

      “Didn’t you tell me that there were near infinite possibilities a few minutes ago?” Angel asked irritably.

      “And now there are fewer,” Blue said. “It is unfortunate that this System artifact’s memory banks were damaged, but I am confident we have found all but one of the proper runes at this point. There are only a few possible combinations remaining now.”

      “That’s really reassuring when you aren’t the one setting yourself on fire,” Angel snapped.

      “Everything going okay?” Tilly asked, glancing over at him. The young Tinkerer had surrounded herself with a small mountain of scraps and had been working almost as much as Angel had been over the past few days.

      “Could be better, but could be a lot worse,” Angel admitted. “How are the others? I don’t think I’ve even seen Alison or Silver today.”

      “They’re in another room,” Tilly said. “Silver is trying to help Alison integrate her Old World Magic with a fighting style so she isn’t a sitting duck while she’s using it.”

      “Smart,” Angel said approvingly. “What about Lilian?”

      “In her room,” Tilly said, nodding to one of the eight doors in the Reawakening’s old base. “She mentioned finding something potentially useful.”

      “All the more reason to finish the Key,” Blue said. “Stop delaying, Angel.”

      He sighed and picked his scribe back up. “Go on, then. Let’s see your next brilliant suggestion.”

      Blue described several runes that could potentially fit into the pattern. Angel discussed it with the artifact for a few minutes, then settled on one and used the scribe to wipe the old rune away and replace it with the new one.

      He sent a pulse of magical energy into the Key, promptly setting it on fire once more. Angel cursed, yanking his hand back and letting the flame fade out. Blue floated a few feet to the side, just out of his reach, and suggested a new rune.

      It took three more tries before they were successful. Angel stared at the artifact suspiciously, half expecting it to blow up. Instead, it remained in his hands, humming faintly with energy.

      “It is done,” Blue said. “The Key has been made.”

      “Again,” Angel grumbled, but he couldn’t hide the relief in his voice. “At this rate, I’m going to end up memorizing how to make the thing on my own.”

      “You did it?” Tilly asked, leaping to her feet and shuffling through the scrap surrounding her. She jogged over to Angel and peered at the artifact in his hands. “It doesn’t look very impressive.”

      “Gee, thanks,” Angel said, rising to his feet and cradling the Key against his chest as he led Tilly over to one of the chairs before the console. He sat down and held it out before him, admiring the light as it refracted within the fake gems. “It’s made out of scrap. Don’t expect too much. What matters is that it works. Probably.”

      “The Key will function as proper,” Blue said.

      Angel and Tilly both turned their gazes to the floating orb.

      “You know what this thing is meant to do?” Angel asked.

      “Yes. It is a map and a Key to the Vault,” Blue said, stressing the last word.

      “How much else do you know?” Angel asked, leaning forward. “Now that the Key is done, I think it’s about time you started sharing some information with me. I’ve got way too many blasted questions.”

      “I am aware that the Key must be used to enter the Vault, and it will lead you to it,” Blue said, bobbing up and down in a shrug. “It is likely that there will be more required to return Old World Magic to its proper state, but this is the first step.”

      “Let’s go back to you, then,” Angel said. “A few days ago, you said you were a part of a whole – made by someone as a fail-safe to bring Old World Magic back. Can you elaborate?”

      “I cannot say who my master was. He went by many names, but we most frequently referred to him as the Guardian,” Blue said. “I and the other Star Fragments were created many years ago to ensure that Old World Magic would never completely fade. Our ultimate goal is to return it through any means necessary.”

      “And how do you do that?” Tilly asked.

      “By building the Key and heading to the Vault.”

      “Can’t you get a bit more specific?” Angel asked, raising an eyebrow. “You want to bring Old World Magic back, right? Why not just tell us exactly what we need to do?”

      “Because I don’t know,” Blue replied. “For whatever reason, the Guardian left us in the dark. I don’t even have a connection to the network that you refer to as the System anymore. Something happened during the Great War, and he split all of the Star Fragments apart, sealing us within various catacombs.”

      “And that doesn’t concern you even slightly?” Angel asked. “That seems pretty bad. Almost as if he knew that Old World Magic was going to go kaput.”

      “I was not created to wonder,” Blue said. “I was created to act. I cannot answer your question.”

      “New question, then,” Angel said. “Tilly recently acquired a Star Fragment. How long until she gains access to its powers?”

      “It takes time to integrate with a host,” Blue replied. “Another week or two should allow some initial abilities to manifest. The abilities will vary with the host, so I cannot predict what they will be.”

      “I see,” Angel said. “So is there anything you can tell us?”

      “Unlikely,” Blue said. “I know little more than you do. The only course of action before us is following the Key to the Vault.”

      Somehow, Angel doubted that Blue was as oblivious as it pretended to be. There was nothing to be gained from pressing the Star Fragment any further, though. Angel let the matter drop and turned the Key over in his hands.

      “How are preparations on your end going, Tilly?” he asked. “Since this thing is done, I’m ready to head off whenever you and Alison are.”

      “I’m building some specialized gauntlets,” Tilly replied. “I can probably finish by tomorrow. I want to make sure everything works as well as possible since I’ll have to be trusting my life to them. As for Alison, you should probably ask her yourself once she finishes up with Silver.”

      Angel nodded and leaned back in the chair, catching some rest while he waited. Before he knew it, he was asleep.

      His rest was interrupted by a poke in his arm. Angel’s eyes snapped open, and he jerked upright. Silver stood before him, his eyebrows raised. The former bandit had managed to expand the jewelry covering him in the time since Angel had last seen him. Several new rings sat on his fingers, and he wore a copper necklace around his neck.

      “Sleeping on the job, Angel?” Silver asked.

      “I got tired,” Angel replied. “That happens to people who are actually working.”

      Silver smirked. He jerked his chin toward the Key in Angel’s lap. “Tilly said that thing is functional now.”

      “Supposedly,” Angel said. “Blue seems to think so, at least. How are things on your end?”

      “Alison is a good student,” Silver replied. “There’s not a ton I can teach her in a few days, but she’s on the right path now. She just needs experience.”

      “Then we’ll head off in a day or two,” Angel said through a yawn. “I need to sleep for a bit so I don’t pass out mid fight. Wake me up when everyone is ready if I’m still under.”

      “Works for me,” Silver said. “I might follow your lead. Tomorrow, we move once more.”

      Angel didn’t hear him. He was asleep again.

      When Angel woke, he had no idea what time it was. The drab gray walls of the Reawakening hideout weren’t much to tell anything from. He wiped the weariness from his eyes and yawned.

      Lilian sat in the tallest of the seven chairs before the console and was squinting at something on the screen. Faint clangs came from deeper within the hideout, and he couldn’t see the girls or Silver.

      Blue twitched at his side, floating to keep by his side as he stood.

      “It is time to follow the Key,” the artifact said. “Good. Old World Magic must be restored.”

      “Can’t argue with you there, as dubious as you manage to make it sound,” Angel muttered. “Actually, I’ve still got a fair number of questions for you.”

      “They can wait until we are moving,” Blue said. “The world is wretched without access to magic. It must be restored. Every passing second I spend in this wasteland fills me with distaste.”

      “Can you even taste things?” Angel asked. “It’s not like you’ve got a tongue, so how can you feel distaste? Actually, you don’t strike me as an artificial intelligence at all. Are you a living creature?”

      Blue crackled. It floated over to Angel’s back and pushed the flap open, depositing itself inside and shutting off. Angel glared at it, but he wasn’t about to get into an argument with the Star Fragment.

      He walked over to Lilian, yawning again as he approached. She leaned back in the chair, waving the face in the monitor away and rubbing her eyes.

      “Any luck? Tilly said you found something important,” Angel said.

      Lilian wet her lips. “I think so.”

      Her words were so faint that Angel could barely hear them. Frustration played across her face, and her hands clenched.

      “Once we get moving, I’ll see if I can do anything about your voice,” Angel said sympathetically. “I’m sorry I haven’t done it already. There’s just been so many things to take care of.”

      “It’s fine. I’m not in any danger from it,” Lilian whispered. “But we might be from the information I found.”

      “And what would that be?” Angel asked wearily.

      “It’s about Heart and Soul. Mind had a link to the computer systems here, and he used to be able to tell where we were and if we were alive. He used it frequently when Shield, Reave, or I went out on missions, and would keep the others updated. I managed to figure out how he was doing it. There’s a separate console in his room that you should probably see.”

      She stood up and led Angel over to the second door from the left in the room. It had been smashed open and hung ajar. The two slipped inside. Like Lilian’s room, it was rather sparsely decorated.

      Aside from a bed in the corner, the only thing in the room was a metal desk built into the wall. A dull monitor hung before the desk, glowing faintly with white light. A metal box rested beside it.

      Lilian pulled the box open, and Angel peered inside. There were seven semicircular dents in a circle, connected with runes that traveled to the center of the box and presumably into it. Each of the dents had a tiny speck of color at its base. A crackle of purple lightning danced across Angel’s shoulder in warning.

      “Don’t touch that,” Blue warned from within his bag.

      “They’re pieces of Star Fragments,” Angel realized. “Very tiny ones. He was doing some sort of sympathetic communication, then?”

      “Sympathetic?” Lilian asked.

      “It’s pretty advanced. It’s not actually its own type of magic or anything. It’s the method telegraphs use to transmit magical energy over long distances. It usually isn’t very strong, but it would be enough for some very basic information.”

      “I see,” Lilian said. “So he was sending a signal through the parts he has here to get a response from the larger piece. That sounds really impressive.”

      “It is,” Angel said. “Did Soul build this?”

      “Yeah.” Lilian nodded. “At least, I presume so. I never knew this existed. Soul is the only one who knew anything about making Magitech among us, so it had to have been him.”

      Angel nodded absentmindedly. He sat down at the desk and looked up at the monitor. A plain screen flickered, depicting seven orbs that matched the colors of the Star Fragment pieces within the box.

      Five of them were lit up. There was a small map of the Barren beneath each orb, and five were marked on the map. A chill ran down Angel’s back as he realized just what the problem Lilian was talking about could be. In fact, there were multiple.

      “The numbers don’t add up,” Angel muttered. “Soul, Heart, and Body are dead. She had the blue fragment, and that one isn’t lit. It is marked on the map right next to you, though. That means it recognizes when one of them dies, even if a new owner claims the Star Fragment.”

      “Exactly,” Lilian said in a grim whisper. “Reave, Mind, and Shield should be alive. But Heart and Soul should both be dead. Both Soul and Heart aren’t marked on the map, but they’re showing up as alive.”

      “Is it possible that they’re out of signal range?” Angel asked. “Soul was very much dead when I saw him. If this device needs a response from the Star Fragment to change its status, it’s possible that the last time it talked to Soul’s fragment was before he entered the catacomb where I trapped him. It may not have been able to penetrate that deep into the earth.”

      “It’s possible,” Lilian admitted. “I honestly have no idea. I don’t know how this works, and Heart was lost in the middle of a war, so it’s possible that he was out of signal range when he died as well.”

      “That’s not the only issue, either,” Angel said, chewing his lower lip. “If Mind left this here, something tells me he has another one. This is too useful to just abandon, right?”

      Lilian nodded. “Agreed. And that means they probably know exactly where we are, and they have for quite some time.”

      “They’re just ignoring us,” Angel said, baring his teeth. “Reave didn’t strike me as the type to forgive and forget. He must think they’re so close to bringing Old World Magic back that we can’t interfere anymore, especially if he knows our location.”

      Someone knocked on the door. They turned as Tilly walked through the doorway and leaned against the wall. “Sorry for interrupting, but I overheard you talking. Would the Reawakening bringing Old World Magic back be that bad? I know they’re killing people, but if they bring Old World Magic back, wouldn’t they stop?”

      “If it was just a flip of a button, probably not,” Angel said. “But any event strong enough to return magic to the entire world is not going to be simple. A huge amount of energy will probably be needed to begin bringing Old World Magic back. Knowing the Reawakening, they’ll get it by killing a million people.”

      “Ah,” Tilly said, her face darkening. “Yeah, that’s bad.”

      “They haven’t found it yet,” Angel said, forcing himself to sound confident. “And the first thing we need to do is get rid of their way to track us. If Mind knows where we are, we won’t be able to sneak up on them. It must be how they knew we were coming back for Tilly and Alison.”

      “They can only track me and Tilly,” Lilian said. “We could split off and trick them.”

      “Tactically sound, but not safe,” Angel said, shaking his head. “What if Reave decides he wants to squish us? Or what if they really do bring back Old World Magic and he wants to get rid of the people who stood against him? You’d be slaughtered. No, we need to get rid of the tracking completely.”

      “How can we do that?” Tilly asked. “We can get rid of the little pieces here, but anything Mind has is out of reach.”

      “The same way they’re tracking us,” Angel replied, a grin tugging at his lips. “Sympathetic magic.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “I guess it makes sense that the connection runs both ways,” Tilly mused. “What are you going to do, though? Can you actually destroy the part of the Star Fragments that they have?”

      “Probably,” Angel said, taking his scribe out and examining the runes on the box that housed the tiny specks of Star Fragments. “Especially if they’re so small. I doubt their pieces will be any larger than these, so we should be able to fry them without too much effort. But I am curious – it didn’t look like any of the Star Fragments had missing parts. They were perfectly smooth, yet there are parts missing.”

      “Maybe they were carved into perfect spheres before we got them,” Lilian said. “Although that wouldn’t explain yours. It could have happened during or before the Great War, I suppose.”

      “Doubt we’ll ever have a chance to figure it out,” Angel said. “For our purposes right now, it won’t matter. I’m going to modify what Mind left us over here and use that to send a very strong vibration through any other pieces of the Star Fragments here. It should be enough to break apart specks like these.”

      “That easy?” Tilly asked dubiously.

      “It would have taken me a week to make something that could do it on my own,” Angel said, modifying a rune as he talked. “But luckily, I don’t have to start from scratch. A lot of the hard work has been done for me. Namely, there’s already a connection. All I have to do is change what’s passing through it.”

      Tilly nodded, remaining silent as he worked. Angel tuned out the rest of the world, focusing on the scratch of his scribe. He was dimly aware of Silver and Alison entering the room at some point, but he didn’t let it distract him.

      A little over an hour later, Angel sat back and put the scribe aside. “What do you think, Blue?”

      The orb floated out of his bag, scanning the modifications with a beam of energy. “They should function as you expect. You are losing efficiency in a few places, but for your purposes here it shouldn’t matter.”

      “Perfect,” Angel said. “Let’s get this taken care of, then. The sooner we’re on the move, the better. But first…”

      He squinted at the map under Reave’s Star Fragment. It was marked near the top left of the map, near a mountain range that was disturbingly close to the edge of the Barren. Reave, Shield, and Body were all marked roughly in the same area.

      “Right,” Angel said. “Let’s get on with it.”

      Lilian approached the monitor and snapped her fingers. The hexagonal face that resided within the main console outside appeared before them, tilted to the side inquisitively.

      “Activate this device, please,” Lilian said, nodding at the box.

      “Very well. An activation signal has been sent.”

      A puff of smoke rose from the box, and an acrid scent reached Angel’s nostrils. He grimaced, waving the smoke away and squinting at the dents. The pieces of the Star Fragments were gone, reduced to ash.

      “I’d say that worked,” Angel said. “If we fried the ones here, the bits that the Reawakening had are probably gone as well.”

      “Is there a reason you destroyed the tracking for the Star Fragments belonging to Reave and Shield?” Alison asked. “We could have kept tracking them.”

      “No point,” Angel replied. “We’re leaving soon, and I know where they are anyways. We have to consider the chance that we kill one of them and get another Star Fragment. If we do, they’ll be able to track us again.”

      Alison nodded her understanding. For the first time, Angel realized that the ends of her hair were singed, and she had several bruises forming across her arms and upper body. Small cuts and wounds covered the girl’s fingers.

      “I see you and Silver have been hard at work,” Angel observed. “And judging by the fact that Tilly has been watching me for a bit, I assume you’ve all finished what you were working on?”

      “I wasn’t doing anything but watching Alison beat herself up,” Silver muttered. “I barely even got to do anything. It was mostly Alison just blowing herself up with magic.”

      “Careful,” Angel warned. “You almost sound disappointed that you didn’t get to train her more. And Alison, you should be careful. Hitting yourself with the amount of energy you have could have fatal results.”

      “I know,” Alison said with a small frown. “I just can’t afford to take it easy. Reave won’t go easy on me because I’m a kid.”

      “Blowing your arm off won’t help,” Angel said. “Present persons excluded, that generally ends up badly. Training hard is good, but don’t seriously injure yourself.”

      Alison pressed her lips together but nodded.

      “Did you at least get what you were working for?” Angel asked.

      “I’ve made progress,” Alison hedged. “I’ve been trying to learn some other spells. Since the fireball spell really isn’t that different than normal runes, I’ve tested a few more. I’ve been able to summon gusts of wind and shatter thin metal. That’s where most of my cuts came from.”

      “She hid behind a thick artifact while she tested it,” Silver put in. “She was safe. Mostly.”

      “That’s good,” Angel said, rubbing his forehead. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to get overbearing or controlling. I just don’t want you to hurt yourself.”

      “I know,” Alison said, her features softening. “Thank you, Angel. Tilly and I both just don’t want to be a burden.”

      “Speaking of Tilly,” Angel said, glancing at the other girl. “You were working on fancier gauntlets, weren’t you?”

      Tilly grinned and jogged out of the room. They followed her out and waited as she ducked behind a pile of scrap, emerging a minute later wearing the largest pair of gauntlets that Angel had ever seen.

      They were getting close to just being full-on armor. Metal wound down Tilly’s hands, traveling up her forearms and tapering off to points just beyond her elbows. The armor was jagged and made from several different metals in a patchwork pattern.

      “I’ve got the modification that lets me get a few uses out of a single canister,” Tilly said, walking back to them and turning her palms up so they could see the slots near the base of her hands where a canister could be inserted. “And in addition to detonating the canisters, I can also use them to power the gauntlets.”

      “What do they do?” Angel asked.

      “They emit a wave of force along my forearms,” Tilly said. “I’ve tested it a bit by having Lilian and Silver throw parts at me, and they get blocked. I’m not sure if it’ll stop anything moving faster, but it’s better than nothing.”

      Angel let out an appreciative grunt. He examined the delicate runework running through the gauntlets and gave Tilly a nod. “This is well done. I see a few things that could probably be optimized, but force fields are tricky. How long do they last?”

      “About ten seconds per canister,” Tilly said. “Not the best, but it’s enough to block a few attacks, especially if I turn them off between attacks to save power.”

      “Impressive,” Angel said, meaning it. “Just don’t try blocking any magic with that. It’ll go right through, especially Reave’s plasma attacks.”

      “Yeah, I was worried about that,” Tilly said, her lips turning down. “I was hoping I could figure some way to make it affect magic like your Star Fragment does, but I’ve gotten nothing so far.”

      “Maybe it’ll come to you,” Lilian said with a motivational grin.

      “Speaking of Star Fragments, have you figured out what yours does quite yet?” Angel asked. “My Star Fragment said that you’ll probably figure it out this week or the next one.”

      “Nothing yet,” Tilly said, sounding slightly frustrated. “My arm hurts a bit every once and a while, though.”

      “That’s what mine did as well,” Angel said. “My powers showed up a bit later. Judging from where the Reawakening is and assuming they’ve found the Vault, we’ll have a few days before we catch up with them. Hopefully that’ll be enough time.”

      “It’s time to leave, then?” Silver asked, rubbing his hands together. “It’s about time. This underground basement doesn’t suit me. I belong in the skies, not deep in the earth like a worm.”

      “You’ll live,” Angel said with a chuckle. “But you’re right. It’s time to go. Lilian, could you get the chopper out again?”

      Lilian nodded and approached the console. She gave it a quick command, and a low rumble shook the Reawakening hideout.

      “It should be out,” Lilian said, her voice barely audible as the quake came to a stop.

      “Let’s go, then!” Silver exclaimed. He darted to the exit and pulled the door open, only to catch a small avalanche of sand to the face. The former bandit sputtered, throwing himself back amidst a slew of curses. He glanced back at the others sheepishly. “You got one of those canisters that pushes the sand out of the way?”

      Lilian produced the canister in question, and they departed the Reawakening hideout a few minutes later. Angel grabbed some broken artifacts and shoved them into his bag on the way out. The chopper awaited them outside, covered in sand but otherwise unharmed. After brushing it off, the group got into it, and Silver brought the blades roaring to life.

      “The canisters are replaced and recharged,” Lilian said as they took to the air. Angel had to strain to hear her voice.

      “What a wonderful hideout,” Silver said wistfully. “I wish my old ones were like that.”

      “I guess the Reawakening had a few sign-on benefits other than eternal life,” Angel said with a chuckle. “Lilian, now’s as good a time as ever. Let me take a look at you and see if there’s any damage I can repair.”

      Lilian shrugged. She pulled her shirt up, allowing Angel access to the port in her side. His eyepiece slid down and provided light as he popped it open and peered at the Magitech within her, examining it for damage.

      There were some slight markings, and a few runes had been scratched, but nothing was serious as far as he could tell. After surveying it for a few minutes, Angel took his scribe and repaired what he could.

      His gaze caught on her core. It had belonged to Soul not all that long ago, and it still unsettled Angel. Soul would never have died so easily, and he had no doubt that the wily man had done something to the core. Unfortunately, he’d hidden it so well that there was simply no way to figure out what it was. Even Blue had failed to discern its secrets.

      The fact that the core had yet to malfunction or otherwise cause trouble only worried him even more.

      “Is something wrong?” Lilian asked.

      “No,” Angel said, taking his arm out and closing the latch. “The Magitech and your core are both in good shape. Whatever damage your throat took is unrelated. I’ll check if I can do something about it directly, but I’m hoping your body will just heal on its own.”

      Lilian raised her chin, giving him a better view of her neck. A pink, ropey scar ran along her throat.

      “Can’t you change your form?” Angel asked. “I’d think you could just make the scar vanish, even if you don’t know how to repair your voice box.”

      “No,” Lilian said. “I’m worried that shifting my form while its unhealed could cause even more damage. A lot of it is instinctive, and I don’t want the Star Fragment to decide that the injury is my normal state. It’s getting better, just really slowly. Speaking at a loud whisper is starting to get very frustrating, though.”

      “Maybe we could just make you a voice amplifier?” Alison suggested. “It would be better than nothing.”

      “That would be appreciated,” Lilian said with a smile.

      Angel pulled out some of the scrap artifacts he’d taken from the hideout. “That’s a good idea, Alison. Tilly, could you start on the outer patterns for one? I’ll do the inner pattern. I don’t mean to exclude you, Alison, but we want this design to be small. Your talents are much better suited to larger pieces.”

      “Yeah, I’m well aware of where my strengths lie,” Alison said with a smile.

      Angel and Tilly got to work, inlaying runes into the metal. He used Liquid Metal to strip pieces of the artifacts back and wipe the runes off them before handing the parts to Tilly. A device started to take shape after an hour.

      It was a metal collar with a metal box at the front. Runes wrapped around the metal in a swirling pattern that had been Tilly’s idea, making the collar look almost like a piece of art. If it hadn’t been for the box, it could have been fashionable.

      Angel double-checked the runes that Tilly had drawn, making a few small tweaks to make sure they’d work properly with the ones he created, then handed the collar to Lilian. She clipped it around her neck and cleared her throat.

      “Hello?” she tried. Her voice was still a whisper, but it came out amplified by several times to the point where it was too loud. The sound quality wasn’t the best, and a few crackles interrupted her, but it was more than passable.

      “Not bad,” Angel said. “You can control the volume by pressing on the box. It cycles between a few levels, so you can probably lower it a bit while we’re in here.”

      Lilian nodded, doing as he suggested. She tried talking again. This time, it was much closer to normal volume.

      “Thank you, Tilly, Angel,” Lilian said. “I appreciate it.”

      “No problem,” Tilly said. “But what now?”

      “I’ve been flying toward the spot on the map where the Reawakening were,” Silver said. “But don’t we have the Key thing? Maybe you should try to use that. It’s supposed to lead us, isn’t it?”

      “That’s a good point,” Angel said. He pulled the Key out of his bag. Blue chimed to life and lifted into the air beside him. “Blue, you know how to work this?”

      “Insert magical energy. It will guide you,” Blue said.

      Angel placed his hand on the inlet and sent a spark of magic into the construct. Tingles shot through his fingers as the gems along the Key lit with white energy. Power flared around the disk, traveling to the hole in its center and forming a small sphere.

      The sphere morphed, transforming into an arrow that pointed roughly in the direction they were moving.

      “Looks like we’re going in the right direction,” Angel said. The energy he’d sent into the Key faded a few moments later, and the orb blinked out, followed by the gems.

      “Convenient,” Silver said. “Once we get to the Vault, you think you could rewire that thing to point at the nearest pile of gold?”

      Angel rolled his eyes and ignored the question, putting the Key back into his bag. “Well, that’s that. Do you have an idea how long it’ll take us to catch up with the Reawakening?”

      “It’s Blackstone,” Lilian provided. “I checked with my map.”

      “Should be a little over a week,” Silver said. “Maybe two, actually. We’re going to have to stop for supplies.”

      “And that’s assuming they haven’t moved since they got to the city,” Tilly pointed out. “Somehow, I feel like Old World Magic isn’t kept inside a city. They could have just been restocking or something.”

      “We’ll find out soon enough,” Angel said. “Until then, we should do everything we can to prepare for another conflict with them.”

      “What are we supposed to do inside a chopper?” Tilly asked.

      “Well, for one, you can focus on trying to make contact with your Star Fragment. Just… try not to use it until we’re on the ground. Just see if you can sense it. I don’t want to find out that you’ve gotten the Star Fragment that blows up everything in a ten-foot cube around you.”

      Alison pulled out a plate of metal covered with tiny scribbles running all across it and started to study it intensely.

      For his part, Angel picked up one of the remaining broken artifacts he’d taken from the Reawakening. He had a rudimentary understanding of Magicore Command, but the feature still escaped his full control.

      There was a good amount of time until they got to Blackstone, and he planned to have a grasp of it by the time they next met the Reawakening. They were going to need every single weapon in their arsenal if the group was going to have the slightest chance of standing up against the Reawakening and their Buried Gods.
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      The next few days passed without incident. Angel spent most of his time talking with the Star Fragment, prying all the information he could get on Magicore Command out of it. For someone who was supposedly on his side, the fragment wasn’t particularly forthcoming with information.

      From what he managed to learn, Magicore Command didn’t actually need a fully functional artifact to run. However, it needed a place to draw power from. The more an artifact functioned, the less modification the feature had to do to access its power source and modify it.

      To Angel’s disappointment, Magicore Command was unable to activate or modify the artifacts that didn’t have a power source built in. They were only a small percentage of the artifacts floating around in the Barren, but they were also usually the oldest. He’d been hoping that the feature would finally grant him access to the lost technology that he’d been seeking for so long, but he still needed Alison’s help to do anything with them.

      “If we could just figure out how they worked, we could do away with canisters entirely,” Angel grumbled as he studied an artifact. “This is the key to passive Old World Magic, you know. Making them turn on by using Alison’s magic is brute forcing it. I need to figure out how they work, not make them run with a crutch.”

      “But isn’t your arm like that?” Tilly asked. “It doesn’t use canisters.”

      “It’s different,” Angel said, shaking his head. “It runs by gathering multiple forms of energy from my body constantly. Think of it like a battery that I charge by walking, moving, or even breathing in addition to adding a steady flow of my magic.”

      “And some artifacts don’t do that?”

      “Nope. They’re different. They also have power inlets, but they connect to nothing, and they aren’t meant for direct energy. It’s as if someone went around and removed a bunch of runes from every single artifact, but that’s just impossible. But what use is an artifact that just… waits for energy to fall into it instead of actively gathering it?”

      “That is weird,” Tilly said. “Maybe there was some sort of device that everyone carried around before the Great War that made the artifacts usable?”

      “There wasn’t.” Lilian shook her head. “My memories of back then are very fuzzy since it’s been so long and I didn’t get anything to improve my memory, but artifacts just worked. There were a few with internal power sources similar to what I have inside me, but many of them didn’t need anything.”

      “Then they probably need some form of Old World Magic that we’ve lost,” Angel said. He considered asking the Star Fragment, but didn’t bother wasting his time. The purple gem refused to give information about anything that wasn’t directly related to finding the Vault or using the Key.

      He continued pressing the limits of his power, trying to maximize what he could do without using Alison’s energy. His control over the power grew steadily better, and after a few days, he was able to modify and keep artifacts together for nearly a minute before they tore themselves apart.

      The only thing he’d ever modified without destroying was Lilian. When he questioned the Star Fragment on it, the orb told him it had to do with the amount of power he had to work with. On his own, his magic simply wasn’t strong enough to sustain the transformations.

      On the sixth day of travel, Angel was pulled from his studies by the smell of smoke. He frowned, flipping his eyepiece back and tearing his gaze from the artifact he’d been working on.

      “Do you smell that?” he asked, leaning to peer out the window and check if they were passing over a city.

      “I just noticed it as well,” Silver said grimly. “We aren’t near anything. Check the power source, would you? Access should be in the back of the chopper. The dashboard says nothing is wrong.”

      Angel slipped from his seat and shuffled past Tilly. He knelt and went to move the latch housing the motor. The metal burned as the fingers of his good hand touched it. He hissed, yanking it back and cursing. “It’s hot. Something’s wrong.”

      “Just what I love to hear when we’re in the air,” Silver said, yanking a lever down. The chopper shuddered and started to descend. “Can you fix it?”

      “Working on it,” Angel replied, grabbing the latch with his metal arm and pulling it open with a grunt. A puff of black smoke rose as he broke the seal, and a wave of hot air washed past his face.

      He grimaced, coughing and waving the smoke away as he squinted at the power source. Blue liquid trickled from the arm-sized canister, and it was bulging in several locations. Angel’s eyes widened, and he let out another curse.

      “We need to get out of the air. Now.”

      “What’s happening?” Alison asked, peering over his shoulder. Angel carefully closed the latch and pushed Alison over to the other side of the chopper with Tilly.

      “Canister is bad. Really bad,” Angel replied. “It isn’t able to properly contain the pressure. It could have been damaged, or it might have just been old. Doesn’t matter now. What does matter is that we’re sitting on a bomb that could go off at any second. Silver, how long until we’re grounded?”

      “Five minutes. Any faster and I’ll drive us all into the sand so fast that we’ll join the desert forever,” Silver said. The floor shuddered under them. “And the chopper is losing responsiveness fast.”

      Despite his cool demeanor, the man’s hands flew across the dashboard as he tried to wrest control of the airship back. Angel peered out the window. A fall at this height probably wouldn’t kill him immediately, but Tilly and Alison were a different story. Even if they all did manage to survive, the injuries would be severe, and a monster would likely eat them all before they could heal.

      “Can’t you fix the canister?” Lilian asked.

      “No. It’s already rupturing,” Angel replied. “Messing with it might just make the explosion worse. If I keep it behind the trapdoor, we might mitigate some of the damage.”

      “I can try to stand between it and everyone,” Lilian said, slipping out of the captain’s chair and squeezing up beside him. “My improved healing should make me the most likely to survive the blast.”

      “You won’t,” Angel said grimly. “A canister that size doesn’t go out with a tiny pop. We’ll all be little pieces raining from the sky.”

      He glanced out the window again. They were lower in the air, but still not nearly low enough. A low whine started to rise from the canister.

      “That doesn’t sound good,” Tilly said, backing up and pressing herself against the wall of the chopper.

      “Lilian, shield them,” Angel said. “Silver, get us moving faster. We can jump before the chopper hits so we don’t go down with it.”

      Silver slammed the lever down as far as it would go. The rotors sputtered to a stop, and the speed of their fall started to increase.

      “I’ll try to turn the rotors back on in a few seconds,” Silver yelled over the roar of the wind rushing past them. “This is going to be a rough landing.”

      Angel wasn’t listening to him. The whine of the canister was growing louder. The ground was approaching them rapidly, but judging by the sound coming from beneath his feet, they weren’t going to get a chance to jump.

      He lunged, grabbing the latch and throwing it open. Purple energy arced down his arm as Angel drew desperately on the Star Fragment. He knew the force of the explosion was too large to be absorbed, but there wasn’t any choice. He needed to do it anyways.

      Ice raced down his shoulder, darting into his chest and wrapping around his heart. Something popped, and a roar filled his ears. The canister ruptured, and brilliant blue light spilled forth.

      Someone screamed. There was a brilliant purple flash, and a surge of power rushed through Angel. Visions flickered through his head unbidden. A necklace of jagged multicolored beads, a beam of red light descending from the heavens. Great cities enveloped in flame and ash, sinking into the scorched ground. They spiraled through his mind like fragments of broken glass. A roar tore through his mind, shattering the visions and replacing them with darkness. Then he knew nothing.

      Angel awoke to the sun beating down on his face, mildly surprised that he was still breathing. He opened his eyes, squinting as the sun nearly blinded him, and pushed himself upright with a groan. He sat in the shadow of the chopper, which was somehow still in one piece. The desert sprawled out around him, its dunes stretching past the horizon.

      “Are you okay?” Lilian asked. She, along with Silver and the girls, were sitting a short distance to his side.

      “I think so,” Angel said, rubbing his forehead to ward off the faint headache building. “What happened? Why is the chopper still in one piece? The canister ruptured. We should all be smoldering remains.”

      “We were hoping you could say,” Silver said. “It looked like you sucked up the explosion and then collapsed. I managed to bring the chopper down with the last dredges of power. It had a pretty rough landing and isn’t going to be moving again, but all things considered, I’ll take it.”

      “With the Star Fragment?” Angel asked, a frown crossing his face. “It has a limit to how much energy it can absorb. If I’d tried to drain the canister before it blew up, I doubt I could have done anything. Draining it at the point of the explosion seems… dubious at best.”

      “Well, that’s what it looked like,” Tilly said. “It all funneled into your arm, and your eyes went purple for a moment. That’s all we saw. Maybe you did something else?”

      Angel chewed his lower lip as something tugged at the back of his mind. Something had happened, but he couldn’t remember what it was. The headache intensified, and Angel let out a sigh, letting it go. If it was important, he’d remember soon enough.

      “Blue, do you know what happened?”

      “You forcefully activated a feature that your body was not prepared for,” Blue replied, pushing out of his travel pack and floating into the air. “Drawing on my full strength is dangerous for a body as weak as yours. I aided in channeling the energy and absorbed a portion of it myself instead of sending it into you.”

      “Wait, does that mean you can hypothetically absorb more energy?” Angel asked, thoughts racing through his head.

      “At full power, I could drain anything this world has to offer,” Blue replied, a note of hunger reaching its voice. “But it would probably tear your body apart in the process. If you were to become stronger, then you would be able to handle more.”

      “What about a Buried God?” Angel asked. “How much stronger would I need to be for that?”

      “I don’t have an exact number, but roughly fifty percent stronger than you currently are,” Blue said. “If you want to avoid damage, that is. You might be able to get away with less if you are willing to risk significant injury.”

      “Noted,” Angel said, exchanging an excited glance with his companions. They had a way to destroy the Buried Gods, so long as he could get stronger.

      “I suppose you don’t plan on eating any more human cores?” Silver asked. “That would be the fastest way.”

      “Not if I can avoid it,” Angel said, shivering in distaste. “It’s wrong.”

      “Then we’re in the perfect place to grow,” Silver said with a bitter laugh. “The middle of the Barren, roughly four days of travel away from the nearest city.”

      “Wait, we can’t take the chopper again?” Tilly asked. “I thought we were just going to wait for Angel to wake up. Couldn’t Alison power it or something?”

      “Too dangerous,” Angel said, shaking his head. “She’s got a lot of magical energy, but the large canisters that power airships pack a serious punch. The ship might drain Alison’s power faster than she expects, and then we’d be falling from the sky with no rotors at all.”

      “We’ve all got skates or other forms of travel artifacts,” Lilian said, rising to her feet and brushing the sand from her pants. “And we’ve got rations to last a week. We just need to avoid any overly dangerous monsters and we’ll be fine.”

      Angel winced. “Did you have to say that? That’s basically begging a big-ass bastard to pop up behind us.”

      “Let’s just get a move on,” Silver said, adjusting his hat and rising to his feet. He turned his skates on. “We’ve got a lot of ground to cover. Lilian, take the lead?”

      Wings sprouted from her back, fluttering to life and lifting her off the ground. Angel tossed his board onto the sand, and it activated with a hum. Tilly and Alison turned their skates on as well, and the group shot off into the desert.

      It took all of two hours before Angel realized they were being followed. The sand in the distance shifted and sank as dunes crumpled for seemingly no reason.

      “You screwed us,” Angel called over the roar of the wind. “Something’s after us, and it’s big.”

      Lilian glanced over her shoulder and pressed her lips together. “That isn’t my fault.”

      “It totally is,” Silver put in. “You were kind of asking for it.”

      “Oh, shut up.” The amplified voice coming from her throat crackled, and Angel chuckled despite the situation. The mirth quickly left as whatever was chasing them started to gain ground.

      “I think it’s faster than us,” Tilly yelled.

      “Can your skates go any faster?” Angel asked. “I’m not moving at full speed.”

      “No. This is it,” Tilly said. “And Alison has the same ones I do.”

      “Great,” Angel said. “We’re fighting, then. Don’t want to get caught with our pants down. Get to the top of that dune and stop. I’ll force this bastard out from under the ground.”

      They shot up the dune in question. The others slowed as they reached the top, but Angel continued at full throttle. He didn’t have time to brace himself for a proper shot. Their pursuer was moving far too quickly. The plates on his arm hummed and crackled with energy as the relic in his palm emerged.

      He twisted his body near the peak of the dune, launching into the air and spinning. The cylinder in his arm spun, and a canister clicked into place. A thick bolt of lightning leapt from his palm, knocking him back as it arced through the air and scarred the desert floor.

      A furious roar filled the air. The sand exploded. An enormous white centipede the size of a small sand barge erupted from beneath the sand. Its claws were shaped like paddles, and fangs as large as Angel dripped with black acid.

      “Vyrg!” Silver roared, drawing his blade with a melodious ring. “Get back!”

      Angel landed back on the ground beside the others. He threw the board over his back and flipped the kickstands on his arm down, taking aim once more.

      The Vyrg surged forward, slicing through the desert as fast as a sandship. Another bolt of lightning struck the creature in the side, shattering a thick plate of armor on the monster’s side. It screeched, lurching back.

      “Lilian, get the girls away,” Angel yelled. “We can’t fight this thing close quarters. Silver, I’ll distract it. You make sure it doesn’t get close to them.”

      “To the Barren with that!” Silver laughed, activating his skates and zipping toward the Vyrg. “I’ve never killed a Vyrg before. I won’t be missing out today. They might be fast in one direction, but they’re bloody slow at turning their heads.”

      “Crazy bastard,” Angel snarled. He only had one lightning spell left before he was working with earth and ice, but he wasn’t too confident that either would be particularly useful against the Vyrg’s armor.

      Lilian herded Alison and Tilly away from the fight. Angel took two canisters from his travel pack and slotted them into his arm while Silver shot past the Vyrg, forcing the creature to twist its body to watch him. His strange blade fluttered around him like a ribbon, carving thin lines across the Vyrg’s armor.

      Despite himself, Angel paused for a moment in awe. His empowered spell had barely damaged the monster’s carapace, but Silver’s sword was cutting through it like butter. Unfortunately, the strikes were probably more annoying than dangerous. It was just too large.

      The Vyrg reared back, rising several stories into the air. It slammed itself into the sand, knocking Angel from his feet and sending up a huge cloud around it. A flash of worry shot through him.

      “Too slow!” Silver laughed from somewhere within the sand cloud. Angel rolled over, bracing his arm against the sand again and taking aim. Silver might have avoided the Vyrg’s first strike, but it was only a matter of time.
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      A thick bolt of lightning leapt from Angel’s arm. It struck one of the Vyrg’s many eyes, blowing it apart with a loud explosion. The monster screeched and reared back, rising from out of the dust cloud.

      Silver flashed along its back as Silver darted across its body, dragging his sword through it behind him. The Vyrg bucked and twisted, trying fruitlessly to throw Silver off.

      Angel fired his next lightning blast, striking the monster in another eye and knocking it into the sand. The cooling system in his arm flew into overdrive, and he felt the side of his body start to warm from the amount of times he’d used the empowered attack.

      The Vyrg was clearly injured, but it was far from down. Angel gritted his teeth. He didn’t like his odds of firing another shot, but it didn’t look like they’d have much of a chance if he waited for his arm to cool.

      He steadied his aim, aiming for another one of the eyes on the monster’s head. From what he knew of Vyrgs, their eyesight wasn’t the best, and they sensed prey through noise. However, he was pretty sure anything would think twice about a fight if its prey put out all of its eyes.

      A rattling hiss marked the exact moment when the Vyrg realized that Silver wasn’t the true threat. It turned toward Angel’s position on the hill and shot toward him, moving at an incredible speed.

      As the magic built in his hand again, a chill ran through his body. The glowing energy dancing within the plates of his arm flared with traces of dark purple lightning. A sharp pain slammed into his chest like a nail, knocking all the breath from his body.

      Purple lines of magic traced up Angel’s metal arm, traveling through his skin and across his chest and toward his heart. Every inch they moved felt like jagged blades tearing through his flesh.

      Light spilled out of his body, splitting skin apart and escaping into the air around him. Angel drew a ragged breath, calling on old lessons that he wished he could forget to force the pain and shock away until the situation was dealt with.

      Crackling purple magic sparked in the air around him, saturating it with a thick purple cloud. It flooded into his lungs with every breath and stung his eyes. Angel ignored all of it, taking aim at the charging Vyrg and firing once more.

      A portion of the magic around him channeled back into his arm, causing it to shake violently. The magic twisted around his last bolt of lightning as it screamed through the desert and drilled into the Vyrg with an earthshaking explosion.

      Carapace shattered, and the Vyrg crashed to the ground, skidding through the desert. A huge crater smoked in the side of its body. If Angel had hit his target, the Vyrg probably wouldn’t have risen again.

      Instead, as Angel’s body finally rebelled and he crumpled to the ground, the Vyrg rose, angrier than ever and bleeding profusely. Silver hacked at the monster, but it ignored him completely.

      It stampeded at Angel, intent on crushing him beneath its feet. He desperately tried to move, but his limbs wouldn’t budge. He gritted his teeth and braced himself for impact. He was dimly aware of the air behind him growing uncomfortably warm, but he paid it no attention. It wasn’t like he could turn around, anyways.

      A ball of fire the size of a small airship streaked through the sky like a falling planet. Angel watched in disbelief as the orb crashed into the Vyrg, melting a portion of its face away before erupting in a massive explosion that rocked the desert and sent a ring of pressure tearing through the dunes.

      Alison thumped to the ground beside him, her eyes closed. Her chest rose and fell slowly. Lilian and Tilly shot past Angel on their skates. When they grew close, Lilian grabbed Tilly and launched her into the air.

      Magic spiraled around her huge gauntlets, and two drills of lightning slammed into the wound that Alison had made, sending flesh and blood spraying through the air like a grotesque fountain.

      She started to fall, pinwheeling her arms in an attempt to maintain her balance. Silver leapt off the monster’s back, catching Tilly and landing safely on the ground. His hat was smoking slightly, and a few stray pieces of smoldering ash had burned holes through it. A tiny flame flickered on part of the brim. He put it out with two fingers, and the three rushed over to Angel and Lilian.

      “What happened?” Silver asked, staring at purple energy rising out of the scars crisscrossing the right half of Angel’s body in a mixture of worry and fascination.

      Angel groaned. His fingers twitched. The magic around him slowly receded, siphoning away into Alison’s body. As more of it left, his bodily functions started to return.

      “I have no idea, but it felt like the magic was trying to escape my body,” Angel said through stiff lips. It came out a bit muffled, as his face was pressed against the sand. “Blue? You there?”

      “You are likely correct,” Blue chimed from within his travel bag. “I told you that your channeling of so much magic would not go over well. I could not contain the magic any longer, especially when you were drawing on so much of it. It escaped through your body.”

      “Is it going to do that every time?” Angel asked with a cough. “And is Alison okay?”

      “Only when you absorb too much,” Blue said while Lilian knelt beside Alison. “Aside from the pain, I tried to direct the magic through your skin and avoid anything important. Aside from some minor appearance changes, you should make a full recovery.”

      “Alison is just asleep,” Lilian reported. “She probably just drew too much magic.”

      “Good for all of us,” Angel said, still speaking into the sand. “I think she managed to absorb all the extra magic floating around me.”

      The Vyrg shimmered. A huge fountain of blue energy erupted from its body, splitting into four streams and flooding into everyone other than Lilian. Angel gritted his teeth, bracing himself for more pain, but all he felt was the euphoric surge of magical energy as it flooded his body.

      “I guess throwing Tilly doesn’t count,” Lilian said with a chuckle, allowing herself to relax slightly. “I didn’t hit it, so it makes sense.”

      Angel pushed himself upright, wincing as pain arced through his body whenever his skin brushed against his shirt. The magical energy had torn jagged strips through the cloth, making it somewhat pointless.

      “Silver, can you cut my shirt off me?” Angel asked. “It isn’t going to be doing much anymore.”

      Silver shrugged. His blade flickered, and a cool breeze rushed past the nape of Angel’s neck. The back of his shirt peeled back, slightly dampened by sweat and blood, and fell to the ground. He grabbed the front with his left hand and pulled it away, pressing his lips together.

      “Buried Gods,” Silver said. “You’re all purple.”

      As much as Angel hated to agree with him, Silver was right. What almost resembled the branches of a purple tree traced up from where his metal arm met his shoulder, traveling along the entire right half of his chest.

      “Maybe I’ll start a new fashion,” Angel said. “But, more importantly, we’ve all managed to survive a Vyrg attack. Somehow.”

      “We didn’t just survive,” Tilly said. Tremors ran through her voice – likely from the huge amount of magical energy that had just entered her. Angel suspected it was even more potent, as she’d been very low level before the fight. She’d probably gotten quite the boost. “We killed it!”

      “Carved it up like a pig,” Silver agreed, adjusting his hat. “Quite the teamwork we had there. Just remember, when we’re telling the story to anybody, I did everything.”

      Lilian reached down and helped Angel to his feet. The pain was still there, but it was already receding.

      Silver scooped Alison up and slung her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Lilian shot him a flat stare. Silver sighed and shifted Alison to hold her in front of his chest. The group, slightly bloodied but completely victorious, set back off through the desert.

      As they flew, Angel pulled up his System status sheet to see what benefits killing the Vyrg had netted them.

      
        
        Name: Angel

        Level: 71 [9%]

        Status: Mostly Healthy

      

      

      
        
        Information accuracy: 100%

        Strength: 12

        Intelligence: 29 [+4]

        Nimbleness: 26

        Toughness: 73 [+8]
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        Weak point(s): Heart, Neck, Arteries… (100/100)

      

      

      
        
        Element(s): Steel, Star Fragment

        Magicore: (100% Attunement)
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        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.

      

      

      Angel lifted his eyepiece, processing the information and ignoring the twinge of pain that shot through him at the movement. The Vyrg had an understandably massive amount of magical energy. Even split multiple ways, the beast had given him six levels in the System’s eyes.

      On top of that, he was pretty sure that he’d only gotten a small portion of the magic. Compared to the damage that Alison and Tilly had done to the Vyrg, his own attacks had been on the lighter side.

      He let the thoughts simmer in the back of his mind, unsure as to how he should feel as they continued onward. When the sun started to dip toward the edge of the horizon, the group stopped to set up camp at the top of a large dune.

      Alison was still asleep, but her face was untroubled, so none of them wanted to bother her. Silver slipped her into a sleeping bag and set the girl aside so he could sit down.

      “You don’t have a System artifact, right, Tilly?” Angel said.

      “I don’t. I was actually going to ask you if you could check how much stronger I got from killing the Vyrg,” Tilly said. “It felt like a lot. I’ve never felt a rush like that before.”

      “You’ve never killed anything nearly that big either,” Silver said. “Watch yourself, girl. Don’t get addicted to hunting, or you’ll end up dead.”

      Angel flipped his eyepiece down while Silver lectured Tilly, and examined the girl.

      
        
        Race: Human

        Name: Tilly Marshall

        Level 21

        Status: Healthy

      

        

      
        Information accuracy: 98%

        Strength: 6

        Intelligence: 24

        Nimbleness: 10

        Toughness: 2

      

      

      
        
        Rating: Weak

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

      

      

      
        
        Element(s): None

      

      

      He relayed the information to her. “I’m not sure what level you were before. I never checked, but if I assume you were around where Alison was, you should have gotten somewhere around thirteen or fourteen levels,” Angel said. “That’s quite the jump. And, before you ask, there’s unfortunately no sign of your Star Fragment. It might be something hidden from the System until it emerges more.”

      “The System sure hides quite a lot of information,” Lilian mused, thrusting her huge sword into the sand and sitting down against the back of the blade. “After what we learned about there being someone who can modify what information the System can share, I have to wonder how much use it is at all.”

      “I doubt they would have done anything to the System’s core functions,” Angel said. “We don’t know how much power this person has over the System, but they probably aren’t its sole ruler. It’s more likely that they’re hiding certain information while leaving everything else alone. The real question is why they’re hiding it and if they’re working against us.”

      “Well, if you think about it, I’m sure other people have discovered ways to access the greater parts of the System,” Silver mused. “You used a Great Catacomb because of the increased energy in the air, but I bet some Magistrates have ways to get to high-energy areas too. That might mean this person is either a Magistrate or working against them. They may not even know about us. There are a lot of possibilities.”

      “That’s true,” Angel admitted. “But I’m going to assume they do have something to do with us, one way or another. It could be wrong, but I’d rather be pleasantly surprised than go in hoping that there’s some neutral party and find out it’s yet another enemy.”

      “That’s probably wise,” Lilian said.

      A cold breeze passed through their small camp. Angel shivered. It had been getting steadily colder as night fell, and his lack of a shirt wasn’t helping at all. He slipped under his blanket, moving carefully to avoid aggravating his wounds any further. They’d started to heal, but it seemed as if the magically inflicted damage didn’t repair as fast as normal injuries.

      “I’ll take first watch,” Lilian said. “I’ve done the least today.”

      Nobody had any problems with that, and sleep quickly overtook the camp. The night passed peacefully, and the following morning, Alison had recovered. They had several encounters with monsters throughout the day, but managed to avoid fighting all of them.

      Near noon they took cover in the shadow of a large dune as a huge Sand Wyrm passed overhead. It spotted something to the east and dove at it, giving the group time to run as quickly as their artifacts could carry them.

      That night and the following day passed similarly. A group of doglike creatures with spiked manes and molten red eyes ambushed them the following morning, but Silver, who had been on watch, killed them before Tilly and Alison could even get out of their sleeping bags.

      “Add slaying an entire pack of whatever these things are to my legend,” Silver said, flicking blood off his sword. “Demon dogs, maybe.”

      “There were four of them,” Tilly observed. “Is that really a pack?”

      “Adding a zero never hurt anybody,” Silver replied with a snort. “Works great when you’re billing Magistrates, by the way. Half of them are so rich that they won’t even realize they’ve overpaid. The blubbering fool in charge of Brineview paid me almost ten times more than he meant to.”

      “What if you get caught?” Alison asked.

      “Depends where I am. If I’m trapped in the city at the time – which has only happened once – I apologize for my lacking mathematical skills.”

      “And if you’re not trapped?”

      “Also depends,” Silver said. “Are they using a telegraph to communicate? Or is there an agent I’m speaking with?”

      “Agent,” Alison said as they packed their belongings up. “I get the feeling you’d just turn the telegraph off.”

      “You’d be correct,” Silver said. He smirked. “I’d turn the agent off as well. Tragic falls from open chopper doors are all too common, I’m afraid.”

      Alison paused midway through strapping her bedroll up. “Vanessa said you were kind of evil. Don’t you feel bad about killing people?”

      “No,” Silver replied. “Not really. I don’t reckon I’ve killed many good men, mostly just folk like me. Compared to the Magistrates, I’m a saint. You couldn’t count the number of people they killed, directly or indirectly, if you had all the hands in the Barren.”

      Alison frowned, but Tilly was the one who looked the most conflicted. Angel opted not to step into the conversation, instead taking the opportunity to use his System artifact and check how much stronger Alison had gotten from killing the Vyrg.

      
        
        Race: Human

        Name: Alison Adder

        Level 27

        Status: Healthy

      

        

      
        Information accuracy: 98%

        Strength: 4

        Intelligence: 31 [+15]

        Nimbleness: 2

        Toughness: 17 [+15]

      

      

      
        
        Rating: Laughable

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

      

      

      
        
        Element(s): None

      

      

      He filled Alison in on her level as they powered their artifacts up and set off once again.

      “You know, we should consider seeking out a few monsters before we make it to Blackstone,” Lilian said. “Angel needs magical energy to avoid blowing himself up when using his Star Fragment, and getting stronger before taking on the Reawakening would benefit all of us.”

      “I second the opinion,” Silver said, skating closer to them so they could hear easier. “So long as we don’t bite off anything too big to chew. Don’t forget that we’re in the center of the Barren. Imagine stumbling into a small group of Vyrgs. We’d be dead.”

      “We’ll deal with whatever happens to try to stop us,” Angel said. “As much as I like the idea of hunting a bunch of monsters before getting to Blackstone, we have to be wary of what Silver mentioned. Not to mention we don’t know how much time we’ve got to work with. The Reawakening likely don’t have enough relics to power all the Buried Gods, and they’re stopped at a town. I think we know what that means.”

      A somber silence fell over all of them. When every passing second could be a life, none of them felt like talking. With nothing left to say, they redoubled their efforts to get to Blackstone.
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      Another day passed without incident. That night, while Angel was on watch, a small cloud of sand in the distance caught his eye. It was approaching the camp at a steady speed and only the size of a few small sandships. He crept through the camp, waking the others silently.

      Lilian tuned her collar to lower the volume before speaking. “Do you have any idea what it is?”

      “None,” Angel said. “I’ve never seen a sandship travel in a giant cloud like that, though. They usually float over the sand or cut through it. What about you, Silver?”

      “I don’t think it’s manmade,” Silver said. “It looks like a bunch of smaller clouds meshing together, probably from a pack of creatures. They’re moving pretty fast, though. Almost as fast as our artifacts. Maybe faster.”

      Angel rolled his neck and popped out the kickstands on his arm. “Get ready to fight, then. I’ll try to pick some of them off before they get too close. Everyone else get ready to engage.”

      Silver and Lilian drew their swords and took position at the front of the group while Angel lined up his shot. Alison didn’t have much to prepare, but she clenched her fists and took several steadying breaths.

      Tilly pulled her gauntlets on, but she still looked half asleep. Unfortunately, there wasn’t any time to deal with that.

      Light lit up the night as a bolt of lightning leapt from Angel’s palm and struck the center of the cloud. A loud screech rent the air, but he couldn’t even see what his spell had struck through the cloud. He cursed and rose, retracting the kickstands and the relic.

      “Stay close together!” Angel ordered, pulling his scarf over his face as the cloud of sand grew closer. At the speed the monsters were moving, he’d need to be ready to fight a close-range battle sooner rather than later. His arm whirred, and a canister clicked into place.

      He thrust his palm into the sand, summoning a thick spike of stone in front of himself. Then the cloud was upon them.

      Particles bit at his eyes and lips painfully. Loud wind drowned out all other noise with its sharp screams. Flashes of claws and red eyes danced through the sand, and Angel was dimly aware of the clash of battle around him.

      A jagged beak emerged from the sand. Angel brought his mechanical fist down, shattering it and sending the monster careening back. Something scored across his back, and he spun, but the assailant had vanished back into the cloud.

      Angel snarled. He pressed his back to the spike, squinting and trying to spot the next attacker. He didn’t dare use any magic for fear of hitting one of his friends instead of the monsters.

      A clawed hand swung at him, digging into his chest before he could stop it. Angel spun with the strike to minimize the damage, then sent a vicious backhand into where he was pretty sure the monster’s head should have been. He was rewarded with a loud crack and a spray of blood and bone as the creature crumpled.

      He dragged it closer to himself, hoisting its body and using it as a shield. The monster was birdlike, with large, sharp feathers and huge claws. Its beak was nearly as long as its body and full of rows upon rows of needlelike teeth.

      Another monster leapt at him, appearing from within the sand. Angel raised his victim, letting it take the brunt of the attack. The attacker snarled, biting at his makeshift shield. Angel grabbed its upper beak, shattering dozens of teeth, and jerked it to the side.

      The monster’s neck broke with a loud snap. Angel threw it to the side and spun, narrowly avoiding another beak as it pierced through the air where he’d been standing. Before he could hit it, a silver blur slipped out of the sands, cleaving the monster in two.

      Silver’s form appeared in the sand for an instant as he danced past flashes of two more monsters, dicing them into pieces before the sand swallowed him again.

      Just as quickly as it had started, the small sandstorm passed them and continued on. All that remained were dozens of bloodied corpses scattered across the ground around them. Angel’s eyes were watery and his vision blurred from all the sand, but he could still make out general forms. He did a quick head count and let out a sigh of relief. There were six people standing. None of them had gotten kidnapped or killed.

      Realization struck him, and he spun, wiping the sand from his eyes as quickly as possible to figure out who the extra figure was. One of the birdlike creatures stood beside Tilly, its huge beak lowered and its eyes closed. Bands of blue light ran from her hands to the monster’s chest.

      Silver started toward it, raising his sword.

      “No!” Tilly exclaimed, jumping in front of the monster. “Don’t.”

      “Why in the Barren not? You’ve immobilized it,” Silver said. “I should finish the thing off before it takes your head as a prize.”

      “I didn’t immobilize it,” Tilly said, her face twisted in concentration. “I think I’m talking to it.”

      “Your Star Fragment,” Angel muttered, letting his arm lower slightly. “They do different things for different people, but maybe they’ve got a general theme? Body’s let her control people. Does yours let you control monsters?”

      “I don’t know if it’s control as much as strongly suggest,” Tilly said. Her lips pressed thin, and she didn’t say anything for a few moments. Then the bird monster lowered its head, curling into a ball at her feet. “But I think Jake is on our side.”

      “You named it?” Lilian asked, a smile pulling at one half of her lips. “And you went with Jake?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with Jake,” Tilly said defensively. “And Jake will help us. Probably.”

      “Reassuring,” Angel said. “Are you sure your control over it is permanent? Body’s magic only lasted as long as she concentrated, and it was very specific to her orders. If you could work around them, you could break it.”

      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure,” Tilly said. “I just… know, I guess. I’m not commanding Jake. I was talking to him. He was hungry, and his pack smelled us. I promised him food in exchange to not fight, and he opted to join me since it’s hard to find food in the Barren.”

      She raised her hand, and the lines of blue light snapped, fading away. The monster remained curled at her feet.

      “Fascinating,” Angel said. Flows of magic shot out of the dead birds and flooded into all of them. Angel repressed the rush of euphoria and remained focused on the situation. “Do you know if you can do that with other monsters?”

      “I’m not sure,” Tilly said, grimacing. “It was really difficult to connect with Jake. I’ve got a horrible headache. If he were any smarter or stronger, I think I might have exploded. I think I can pick up on some of Jake’s thoughts now, though. There might be more than just a basic connection between us.”

      “What an interesting power,” Alison said. “Congratulations on activating your Star Fragment, Tilly!”

      Silver harrumphed and sheathed his weapon. “If you don’t plan on ditching Dalliah after this, you’d better renegotiate your contract.”

      Angel and Lilian echoed Alison’s sentiments.

      “Thanks,” Tilly said with an embarrassed grin, but a pained grimace quickly replaced it. “Angel, will it always be like this?”

      “Only when you use too much power,” Angel said. “Alison, could you donate a little energy to Tilly? It might help ease her pain a bit.”

      Alison nodded and took one of Tilly’s hands. Sparkles of magic rose into the air around them, and Tilly’s expression softened almost immediately. She let out a sigh of relief.

      “Thanks. That helped a lot. There’s still some pain, and I’m strangely sore, but it’s bearable now.”

      “Then we should move immediately,” Angel said. “This place is covered in blood, and so are we. We’ll have monsters on us within minutes. Can your monster keep up with us?”

      Tilly closed her eyes, then nodded. “He thinks he can move as fast as we can. I showed him my memories of using the artifacts.”

      Angel brought his status forth, curious to see how much power the bird monsters had netted him.

      
        
        Name: Angel

        Level: 72 [12%]

        Status: Mostly Healthy

      

        

      
        Information accuracy: 100%

        Strength: 12

        Intelligence: 29 []

        Nimbleness: 26

        Toughness: 75 [+2]

      

      

      
        
        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.

      

      

      One level – that wasn’t great, but they were all getting stronger. It wouldn’t be as easy to get magical energy into their bodies soon, unless they were seeking out incredibly strong foes constantly.

      “That’s a pretty impressive ability your Star Fragment gives you,” Angel said, dismissing the information. “Let’s go, then.”

      Jake stood, unfurling two huge wings while everyone else activated their artifacts. They set back off, and the monster kept pace with them, alternating between a strange gallop and short bursts of flying.

      They were attacked once more when they stopped to set up camp for the night, this time by a group of Wargs. The large, spiderlike creatures erupted from the sand in a circle around them within seconds.

      One lunged for Alison, having marked her as the weakest link in the group. Lilian threw the girl out of the way with one hand and drew her huge sword with the other. The Warg caught the blow with its jaws and started pushing Lilian back.

      Angel leapt to the side to avoid getting skewered by another Warg’s sharp legs. He sent a bolt of lightning screaming at the monster in front of him. He didn’t have time to use the relic-empowered version, but the spell still struck the Warg in the eye and blew it apart with a sizzling pop.

      He fired his grappling hook into the beast’s huge abdomen and swung, flying past its jaws and landing on the monster’s back. He pressed his palm to the Warg’s head, and a new canister clicked into position in his arm.

      Icy tendrils spread across the Warg’s head, turning its skin blue and sending cracks spiderwebbing across it. Angel reared back and drove his fist down with all the force he could muster.

      The blow shattered the Warg’s exoskeleton, and his hand drove deep into its head and through its brain. It collapsed to the ground, and Angel leapt off, rolling as he hit the sand to avoid another beast’s attack.

      He turned to face it, but Tilly’s pet bird monster was faster. Jake blurred across the sand and took to the sky, its claws blurring as it ravaged the Warg’s face. Blood splattered across the sand, and the Warg let out a series of terrified clicking noises, backpedaling and trying to remove the savage bird from its face to no avail.

      Meanwhile, Silver and Lilian had dispatched one Warg each. Two more of the monsters lay on the ground beside Alison, smoke rising from their charred corpses. She leaned against Tilly, breathing heavily but still awake.

      The Warg that Jake had gone after finally collapsed, covered in jagged wounds from its head to its abdomen. The bird had even managed to rip off one of the creature’s legs and use it like a spear, driving the appendage clean through one of the Warg’s eyes and through its mouth.

      Blue light exploded out of the Wargs, flooding into all of them. Angel flopped to the ground and let out a whistle. “Your bird is terrifying, Tilly. I don’t remember those things fighting that well a day ago.”

      “He wasn’t fully conscious before, I think,” Tilly said slowly, rubbing her forehead. “His memories before yesterday are a blur, but after it, they’re very sharp.”

      “Were you able to try to link with one of the Wargs?” Angel asked. He checked his status, but the monster hadn’t given him enough energy to level up.

      “No. I think I was able to communicate with the Star Fragment a little, but when I tried to link with the spider things, I felt my connection with Jake start to weaken. I was worried that it would break the connection, so I stopped. I’d rather have Jake than these ugly things.”

      “Probably a good decision. Lugging a huge spider around would be difficult. At least Jake is humanoid. And it sounds like you’ve somehow given him a level of intelligence,” Angel mused. “That’s fascinating. I wish we had more time to study the Star Fragments. If I can emulate them…”

      “After we deal with the Reawakening, you’ll have all the time in the world,” Lilian said. “But try not to get distracted until they’re dealt with.”

      “Well, maybe a little distracted is okay,” Silver said. “Only if you can get me magic powers too. I think I’d like to be able to fly.”

      They all chuckled. Luckily, they hadn’t gotten too far into setting up camp, so it only took a few minutes to pack everything back up. They traveled for another few minutes on their artifacts, leaving the Wargs far behind to seek a better place to spend the night.

      This time they were unbothered. The night passed, and the morning dawned. A thin black line rested on the horizon behind them. Angel narrowed his eyes and examined it for a few moments.

      “Sandstorm is coming,” he warned. “A big one, not another one of those bird flocks. We need to reach Blackstone before it catches us.”

      The others voiced their agreement, and they hurriedly set off. After a few more hours of travel, they got their first glance at Blackstone. The city looked more like a huge mountain than a manmade structure.

      It was easy to see where the city had gotten its name. Massive black rock peaks rose into the sky, some tall enough to scrape the clouds. Dozens of tiny holes covering the city marked the windows, but there was no discernable building material aside from the stone. One of the massive peaks stopped halfway up, ending in a jagged crater.

      Blackstone didn’t even have walls, although there were several dozen Magitech cannons scattered across its peaks. It would have been oddly beautiful if not for the two Buried Gods flanking the city.

      Each stood as tall as Blackstone’s tallest points, fading in and out in the clouds. Their eyes were dim, but still bright enough to see from where Angel stood.

      “Two of them?” Silver asked, tilting his hat back to squint at the huge monstrosities. “Shit. That’s not good.”

      “Their eyes are barely on,” Angel pointed out. Wind howled in the distance, and he raised his voice slightly. “They aren’t fully powered.”

      “More powered than the first one, though,” Lilian said grimly. “Human sacrifice, unless the Reawakening decided to swap to using artifacts to power them instead.”

      “You’d need so many artifacts to power something of that size that it would never happen,” Angel said. “Maybe if they were going through a blimp cannister every minute, but I doubt they’d have nearly enough for that.”

      “How can we fight two of them? We barely managed to escape one,” Tilly muttered.

      “That one was active, and Reave was in it,” Angel said. “The fact that neither of these have lit eyes probably means that Reave isn’t actually here. He must have gone on with the Key and left two of the Buried Gods behind to hold the town.”

      “So that means they’re run by Mind and Shield?” Alison asked.

      “Probably something like that,” Lilian said, but a frown creased her features. “I didn’t think Mind would control one of them, though. He’s not very strong, and using Magitech of that size has to be incredibly taxing.”

      “Mind is a noncombatant, right?” Silver asked. “That means he’ll be easy to deal with.”

      Lilian nodded. “For the most part, yes. He had a pretty strong attack when paired with Body where he established a mental connection between a target and her; then she used her powers.”

      “Well, he won’t be doing that anymore,” Angel said with a grim smile. “So Mind will be essentially defenseless if we can get inside the Buried God. I’m sure there will be a bunch of those clones milling about, but as long as the Buried Gods themselves can’t fight back, we’ve got more than a fighting chance.”

      “I agree, but something tells me it won’t be so easy to get into them a second time,” Silver said. “The Reawakening can’t be completely stupid. You’ve snuck into the Buried Gods twice already, so they’re sure to have guards and a fair amount of defense this time.”

      “A good point,” Angel said. “Lilian, do you know just how many clones the Reawakening has? Would they be able to overrun the entirety of Blackstone?”

      “Almost certainly not,” Lilian replied. “There might be a thousand or two at any given time – unless more were hidden somewhere. Enough to hit the city hard and fast, but not enough to completely control it for an extended period of time.”

      “You think we should sneak into the city, then?” Alison asked. “The Buried Gods look like they’re pretty close to it. We might have a better chance of getting inside if they can’t see us coming from super far away.”

      “But how do we get to the city?” Lilian asked. “There’s a good chance they’re ready for us. We might get spotted heading in.”

      Angel turned back to the sandstorm behind them and rubbed his chin. “You know, I think I might have an idea.”
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      Sand roared around Angel with such intensity that he couldn’t even hear himself think. It bit at his flesh and slipped underneath the scarf covering his face, getting into his eyes and mouth.

      It rose in a massive churning wall all around him, the violent winds threatening to knock him off his board. He and the others were huddled together tightly, moving as quickly as they could to avoid getting completely swallowed by the storm without outpacing it.

      Angel inwardly cursed himself for the foolish idea of trying to hide within the force of nature. He’d been smug for all of an hour before the storm had arrived. There was no way the Reawakening would be able to spot them within the chaos of the sandstorm. If they were smart, everyone within Blackstone would be hiding until the storm passed over the city.

      What Angel hadn’t considered long enough was that there was a very good reason why people hid from sandstorms. The flying sand particles bit into him mercilessly, warning what would happen if they fell behind enough for the full weight of the storm to crush them.

      They shot toward Blackstone, but the walls that had seemed so close before were now distant and looming. Someone shouted something, but Angel couldn’t make anything specific out over the din.

      Tilly stumbled, and Lilian grabbed her before she could fall, righting the girl and pulling her closer to the party. Angel’s mind offered up scenarios of what might happen if they just waited until the storm passed, but each of them filled him with dread.

      With no other option, they pressed on. The sky grew darker as the storm gained on them despite their best efforts. Winds somehow grew further in intensity, and it became difficult to repress the barrage of pain assaulting him from every angle.

      Angel wasn’t sure how much time they spent within the grip of the storm, but it felt like an eternity. It became impossible to tell where they were going. If they hadn’t been trying to move in a straight line together, he was almost certain they would have gotten lost.

      Blackstone’s base appeared from within the storm without warning. They slowed to a stop just instants before slamming into the city, and huddled down beneath a jagged rock.

      The city muted a portion of the sand’s screams and provided scant shelter, but it was better than nothing.

      “That was the dumbest thing I’ve ever done,” Silver yelled. Angel could barely make him out. “Why did I let you convince me to travel in a Barren-cursed sandstorm?”

      “Why did you let me convince you?” Angel screamed back. He huddled, pulling his scarf down and picking some sand out of his ears with a grimace. “Someone should have been smarter!”

      Lilian’s mouth moved, but Angel couldn’t hear her. Even with the magnification of the device he and Tilly had built, her voice simply wasn’t loud enough. She pressed her lips together and yelled something into Alison’s ear.

      “She says we still need to get into the city or we might get caught while entering!” Alison said.

      “I know,” Angel replied, examining himself. The storm had cut him up, but his body was already healing the wounds. They’d placed Alison and Tilly in the center of their little shield wall, so the girls had been injured the least. “Just getting the sand out of my brain. I don’t know if I would have been able to get any farther with all that sand in me.”

      “Look at my hat,” Silver complained, brushing it off. “Holes! From the sand! First Reave, and now this. I’m going to need to buy another one.”

      “Something tells me you haven’t bought a single one of your hats,” Tilly said, trying to shake some of the sand out of her hair without much luck. The storm just outside their outcropping was still pelting them, so any progress she made was undone within seconds.

      “I bought the first one,” Silver said. “The rest have been gifts.”

      “And how many hats have you had?” Angel asked.

      “I lost count after fifty.”

      “Figures,” Angel said. He pulled his scarf tighter around his face. “Let’s get ready to move again. Storms don’t stick around for long, and we need to get to the main entrance. There’s no gate, and the chance of a guard being out in this weather is zero. Once we get in, we just find a building and run inside. If we see any Reawakening clones, kill them as fast as you can. We don’t want them warning anyone that we’re here.”

      They all nodded and braced themselves once more before slipping out from their shelter and back into the full brunt of the storm. They kept close to Blackstone, not risking getting lost as they worked their way toward where Angel hoped the entrance was.

      Luckily, it only took a short while until they nearly stumbled right over the slanting road that led up into the city. They struggled up it, only able to keep their footing by holding onto each other.

      The forms of guardhouses rose and fell behind them as they pressed into the city. Angel wasn’t surprised to find the area completely deserted – although the entire city could have been standing a dozen feet to his left and he wouldn’t have known with how low the visibility was.

      Their aimless trek led the group up to a stone door with a circular shape drawn on its front. Angel grabbed the handle and jiggled it. It was locked. He growled, grabbing the lock with his mechanical hand and giving it a sharp twist.

      The metal shattered, and he ripped the knob out, hooking a finger through the hole and prying the door open despite the wind’s best efforts to keep it shut. They piled through the door, and he let it slam shut behind them before plugging it with what remained of the handle.

      Silence washed over them. The roar of the storm faded to a dull mutter and pattering of sand on the walls. Angel wiped the sand from his eyes as best he could and raised his hands, preparing for a Reawakening member.

      Instead, he found himself staring at a horrified boy about Alison’s age. He’d taken cover behind a large counter. The kid held a rolling pin in one hand and wore an apron covered with flour. They stared at each other for a few seconds.

      “Ah… sorry about your door,” Angel said. “We got caught in the storm.”

      “A-are you one of them?” the boy asked, pointing the rolling pin at him. “I swear you won’t take me. I’ll brain you with my rolling pin, I swear it.”

      “Relax,” Angel said, raising his hands. He quickly realized that the mechanical arm probably wasn’t the most calming thing, so he lowered it again. “Do you mean the Reawakening? Because we’re not with them. If we were, we certainly wouldn’t be walking around in a sandstorm. We saw the Buried Gods flanking the city – the Reawakening has much better places to wait this out.”

      The boy nodded, lowering the pin and watching them warily. “Then who are you? Nobody in Blackstone is stupid enough to go outside in one. And why do you have a monster with you?”

      “That’s Jake.” Angel unwrapped his scarf and smacked his hand against the side of his head, trying to knock the sand from his ears. The others all started scrubbing as much of it out of their faces as possible as well.

      “I’d love to share my life story, but do you have water or something? We can pay you for it.”

      The boy let out a bitter laugh, but he kept his eyes trained warily on Jake, who watched him with complete disinterest. “With coin? That won’t be doing any of us much good.”

      Still, he lowered the pin and edged along the counter to a large pitcher. He pushed it toward them, and Angel gratefully scooped some of the water out, splashing his face with it. They went through the entire thing within a minute, and Angel still felt like there was sand lodged in his very soul.

      Angel wiped his face down and caught the kid staring at Alison. He cleared his throat, and the boy jerked his gaze back to him.

      “Can you tell us about what happened here?” Angel asked. “We’re opposing the Reawakening, but we’re at a bit of a loss as to what’s going on. Why are there Buried Gods flanking the city?”

      “Those are Buried Gods?” the boy asked, his eyes going even wider.

      “Whoa there,” Angel said as the boy started to back up. “Relax. You’ve been alive this long, so they want something.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, that’s true.” The kid took a long breath and let it out slowly. “I can tell you, I guess.”

      “Maybe start with your name,” Angel suggested. “I can’t keep thinking of you as ‘kid’.”

      “Aaron. And those things – the Buried Gods – they showed up almost a week ago. Maybe more. I can’t remember. They just came out of the sand around the city. One minute there was nothing, and then half of Blackstone was in shadow.”

      “That explains how they can get around without people noticing them,” Angel muttered. “I figured they could hide under the sand, but moving as well? Is there anything the damn things can’t do?”

      “I saw the cannons shooting at them,” Aaron continued, not stopping to acknowledge Angel’s words. “They didn’t do anything. Then a bunch of masked people jumped out of the Buried God in airships. They attacked the people manning the cannons and swarmed the city.”

      Aaron paused, and his hands clenched until his knuckles turned white. “They killed everyone who fought back. I saw a lot of them die, but it was like they had an endless supply. We couldn’t fight back. My parents told me to hide in here and then went out to help. I heard a big fight from the Magistrate’s estate, and then it was quiet.”

      “Did they kill everyone?” Tilly asked in horror.

      “Not everyone,” Aaron replied. A tiny spark of hope lit in his eyes. “The fighting ended a few days ago. They rounded up a bunch of people and took them onto the Buried Gods, but a lot of us are still here.”

      “What happened to your parents?” Alison asked.

      “I don’t know,” Aaron said. He swallowed hard. “But they were both Tinkerers, and they were asking for Tinkerers, so they should be alive. There’s no reason to ask for Tinkerers if you don’t need them alive, right?”

      He glanced amongst them, desperate for someone to agree.

      “You’re right,” Angel said, taking pity on him. “It sounds like they need them alive. But why in the Barren would they need Tinkerers now?”

      “You reckon that flaming idiot Reave blew up the Key while he was having a tantrum?” Silver asked.

      They all paused. Aaron gave them a confused glance as a smile pulled across Angel’s face, and he let out a sharp bark of laughter.

      “It was right next to him, wasn’t it?” Angel asked. “You might be right. He could have blasted the thing.”

      “It’s unlikely he completely destroyed it,” Lilian warned. “If he had, he would have come for us again. It’s very possible he did some damage and is trying to get a local to fix it, though.”

      “What are you all talking about?” Aaron asked. “Reave? The Key?”

      “It’s honestly better if you don’t know,” Tilly said.

      “Why? This is my home,” Aaron snapped. “They’ve got my parents, not yours. What do you have to do with these Reawakening people?”

      “It’s fine, Tilly,” Angel said before she could reply. “If I recall, you had similar questions. Aaron is already in the middle of this. The least we can do is answer his questions.”

      He gave Aaron a general rundown of the situation, keeping things as high level as possible and downplaying their own role in the situation. There was no need to make the kid a liability if the Reawakening somehow captured him.

      “So you’re trying to fight the Reawakening? Just the five of you? And you’re winning?” Aaron pressed.

      “I’m not sure if winning is the right word,” Angel said, visions of Molten Ridge smoking in the distance surfacing in his mind. “But we’re more than a thorn in their side.”

      Aaron took the empty pitcher and reached under the counter. Something clicked, and water splashed against glass. A few moments later, he put the filled pitcher back on the counter.

      “I want to help. You can save my parents, can’t you?”

      “I don’t know,” Angel answered honestly. He took more water from the pitcher and splashed himself.

      “We aren’t trying to be cruel,” Silver said, pulling out a chair and spinning it around before sitting down and leaning his arms on the backrest. “The Barren itself is at risk, kid. Lots of people are going to die. We probably will too. We can’t promise to save anyone. Especially if it means trading a few lives to save everyone else.”

      Aaron pierced Silver with a flat stare. His mouth worked as he searched for words, trying to control his emotions. “I get that. But you can try, right?”

      “We can try,” Lilian said. “But we have a duty. I’m partially responsible for this mess, and I need to do my part in undoing it. If we get a chance, we’ll do everything we can to save everyone trapped in the Buried Gods.”

      “You want something done, you gotta do it yourself,” Silver said, adjusting his hat. “The only person you can count on when everything goes to shit is yourself.”

      Aaron’s eyes latched onto the former bandit. “That’s it. I’ll go with you.”

      “No!” Tilly exclaimed. “You’ll get killed. Don’t you realize these are a bunch of murderers who won’t blink twice if you die? You aren’t ready to deal with them.”

      Angel couldn’t help but remember a similar conversation he’d had with Tilly and Alison only a few weeks ago.

      “You can’t be any older than me,” Aaron replied, crossing his arms. “And the metal-armed guy said it himself. You have to focus on your mission or whatever. Someone needs to try to save the people there at all costs while you guys are doing your part.”

      “And how do you propose to do that on your own?” Lilian asked. “Do you know how to fight or have powerful magic?”

      “No, not really. I took some mandatory training classes, but nothing beyond that.”

      “And you think you can beat a group of people who have lived since the Great War?” Tilly asked.

      “They don’t seem the most competent. I don’t really get what’s going on, but it sounds like that Key was important, and Reave got pissed off and blew it up. That doesn’t strike me as too clever.”

      Angel had to hold back a laugh. The kid had them there, and Reave really wasn’t the smartest tool in the shed. He supposed it was probably unfair to hold it against the man considering he was in a perpetual state of pain, but that didn’t stop him from doing it anyways.

      “It’s really brave to want to help,” Alison said. “Tilly and I were the same, and part of me wishes we had never stepped into this. I don’t want to demean you, but what can you do if you can’t use magic or fight? You’ll get killed for nothing.”

      Aaron frowned, but it looked like he was taking Alison’s warning seriously. After a few moments, the kid’s eyes lit up. “I’m a pretty good shot. My mom took me hunting sometimes. I’m no guild Hunter, but I’ve got good aim. Maybe that would help?”

      “Did you shoot anything that was close to you?” Silver asked. “Or something that was aware of your presence?”

      “Well, no,” Aaron admitted. “I used a beam cannon. It’s in the back of the store, actually.”

      He headed into a door behind the counter and reemerged a minute later with a long hand cannon. Its barrel was nearly as long as he was tall, and three canisters stuck out from near the hilt.

      “I haven’t seen one of those in a long time,” Angel said with a whistle. “They aren’t nearly as effective as gauntlets. Where was it made? I don’t recognize it.”

      “My dad,” Aaron said proudly. “I was gonna become a Tinkerer too after my mandatory service with the Blackstone militia was over. It’s a straight shot, though.”

      “It won’t be any good at close range,” Silver said, shaking his head. “And if you don’t have experience in a fight against something trying to kill you, you’ll end up dead. Sorry, kid. Your parents would probably thank me for saving your life by telling you no now.”

      Aaron lowered the gun, his brow creasing. “But–”

      “How about this,” Angel suggested, gently cutting him off. “We need a place to lie low while we prepare to deal with the Reawakening. This might take some time, and living in the sewers doesn’t appeal to me. If you want to fight the Reawakening, let us stay here. If you come up with some way to fight them that doesn’t involve you just instantly killing yourself, we’ll consider it. How’s that sound?”

      “Fine, but only if you train me when you aren’t planning,” Aaron said. “You’ve got to be good fighters. Especially the hat guy, since he knows so much about it. Teach me.”

      “Just what we need,” Silver groaned. “Another trainee.”

      “We don’t know if we’ll have time,” Lilian warned Aaron. “But if we do, I can promise to teach you at least a little. Nothing beyond that, though. There’s a chance we never get an opportunity to train you.”

      “That’s fine,” Aaron said, a bitter smirk playing across his features. “Somehow, I think you might be here for a while.”
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      After filling the pitcher with water one more time, Aaron gave them all a general rundown of what had happened in Blackstone since the Tinkerers had been taken up to the Buried Gods.

      A fair number of people still lived within the city, but the Reawakening had men patrolling many of the frequently visited areas and exits to stop anyone from leaving. Aaron had seen people dragged away by the clones multiple times, often to small groups that were brought aboard the Buried Gods.

      Food was limited since there weren’t any new supplies coming to the city, but it wasn’t yet a major issue since so many people had vanished. Aaron told them that he hadn’t left the shop since his parents were taken, but his supplies were starting to run low, and it was only a matter of time before he’d have to try to scavenge.

      “What about any forms of resistance?” Angel asked. “It sounds like the Reawakening took your Tinkerers, but after the initial attack, have there been any fights?”

      “I heard a few,” Aaron replied. “Not recently, though. That was mostly in the first few days. I don’t think they killed all of our soldiers, since we have a pretty big army, and I’m sure they would have put up more of a fight against the masked guys. I guess they’re hiding somewhere, maybe biding their time.”

      “We should try to find them,” Lilian said. “If we could have a distraction when we attempt to destroy the Buried Gods, it would be a big benefit.”

      Angel nodded. “Good idea. We’ll look into that when we go out. Aaron, do they ever search the houses?”

      “Not really,” Aaron said. “At least, I haven’t seen them search anything from here. Aside from grabbing people outside, I haven’t seen much of them since the initial attacks and patrols.”

      “Probably watching what’s going on from the Buried Gods and reporting it to the clones on the ground,” Silver mused. “That would save a lot of manpower. Blackstone is too big to completely control, even for them. Are there underground passages in the city?”

      Aaron shrugged helplessly. “I wouldn’t be surprised if there were, but I don’t know anything about them. That sounds like something that only the army would have known about.”

      “Then we’ll have to search around and get a better understanding of our surroundings before we try anything,” Angel said. “Thanks for the information, Aaron. I think the first thing we need to do is get some sleep. I’m on my last legs, and I doubt my companions are doing much better.”

      Aaron nodded. He pushed the door behind the counter open and waved for them to follow. The back of the shop was one giant square room. Crates and barrels lined the walls, and two beds sat on either side of it, one larger than the other.

      Near the larger bed was a small workbench with dozens of half-assembled artifacts and scattered Magitech. A fair number of Tinkering tools hung from hooks above it.

      “I don’t really have many places to sleep,” Aaron apologized. “We don’t have guests over much.”

      “This works perfectly,” Angel said, pulling his blanket out and lying down on top of it. By unspoken word, none of them took the large bed. Lilian leaned against the wall, resting her head in her hands but not closing her eyes. Angel gave her a slight nod and then let the embrace of sleep take him.

      Lilian woke him several hours later, and they quietly traded watch. Aaron was making some noise from the front of the shop, and everyone else was still asleep. He shifted into a seated position and took Blue out.

      His System artifact had taken severe damage from when the Star Fragment had commandeered it. The warped plates and runes felt disrespectful. He wasn’t sure if the artifact had ever truly been intelligent, but it had done a lot for him.

      Angel pulled his scribe out, and his arm hummed to life as he called on Liquid Metal. He moved the damaged plates out of the way, repairing runes with his scribe as he went. Hours ticked by like seconds, and Blue soon resembled an orb once again.

      It was still covered with dents and the lines from healed fractures, but the runes he could access were repaired. He didn’t dare delve any deeper into it for fear of permanently damaging both Blue and the Star Fragment’s way to communicate with him.

      Alison mumbled something in her sleep and rolled over. Angel glanced up from his work for the first time since he’d started. Silver was already awake and was forlornly staring at his hat. Tilly was hunched over her gauntlets, Jake watching over her shoulder.

      Angel pressed his finger to Blue’s activation runes and sent a pulse of energy into the artifact. A flicker of light lit within it, and the orb wobbled into the air, swaying to and fro.

      “G-greetings, user. Please identify yourself.”

      “Wonderful,” Angel replied.

      “Hello, Wonderful. Welcome back. Your reactivation of this unit is appreciated, even if your timeliness has much to be found lacking in,” Blue said, a note of what might have been happiness in its voice.

      Angel fought to keep a grin off his face. He didn’t want to let on quite how much he’d missed the snarky little artifact. The light coming off Blue shifted, turning purple.

      “That’s much better,” Blue said, its voice reverted to the cold tone of the Star Fragment. “It was difficult to keep this unit running while it was damaged. This will make it easier for us to communicate. What is the position of the Vault relative to us?”

      “Hold on,” Angel said. “What did you do to Blue? I’d prefer if you didn’t mind wipe my System artifact.”

      “The unit’s memory banks are mostly undamaged,” the Star Fragment said irritably. “I am simply overriding it while we speak. I will return it to normal functionality once we are done.”

      “Fine,” Angel said. “And we’ve just been following the Reawakening. I can check the Key now that we’re in a safer location.”

      He took the strange donut-shaped piece of Magitech out of his bag and brushed it off before sending a pulse of magic into its inlet. The Key hummed, forming an orb of energy at its center.

      It morphed, turning into an arrow and moving to point slightly to Angel’s right. He showed it to Blue.

      “There. Not that it means much given where we are at the moment. Before we can go after the Vault, we’re going to have to deal with the Buried Gods flanking this town.”

      Blue was silent for a long time. The purple energy arcing off it dimmed to a dim flicker before returning to its normal intensity. “Challenging Buried Gods is not safe.”

      “We don’t have a choice,” Angel said. “We can’t just leave them behind us. The more damage we can do to the Reawakening here, the bigger chance we’ll have to survive any future encounters with them.”

      “You plan to drain the energy from the Buried God, then?”

      “It worked on a chopper,” Angel said, well aware of the difference between a small airship and a Buried God. “And I’ve gotten a fair amount of levels while we were in the Barren. Besides, the Buried Gods aren’t active here. That should mean they’re easier to take out.”

      “You will suffer for it,” the Star Fragment warned him.

      “I gathered as much. Do you think I’ll live through it?”

      “It is likely that you will survive the power draw. But there are varying levels of living. You will need someone to move you after draining it. The damage may be permanent.”

      “A trade we’ll have to make,” Angel said. “I’ve already replaced an arm. I can offer a few more things up. Thanks for the warning, though.”

      Blue chimed, the purple light fading back as the Star Fragment abandoned control of the artifact.

      “What would you like help with today?” Blue asked.

      “Nothing for now,” Angel said with a small grin. The others had all awoken by now and were watching him with worried expressions. “I think we just need to plan.”

      As it turned out, there wasn’t much they could plan just from Aaron’s descriptions of the city. Without actually heading out, it was impossible to tell how bad the situation truly was, so Silver was elected to venture out and try to scout out what they were dealing with.

      Angel was loath to send anyone out on their own, but his arm was such a dead giveaway that he couldn’t risk the Reawakening clones spotting it. Silver was the best choice to pass under the Reawakening’s gaze.

      He headed out around an hour after everyone awoke, leaving them all to sit around nervously. Tilly spent the time working on her gauntlets once again, and Aaron alternated his gaze between Alison and Jake.

      Lilian eventually got bored and took Aaron to a different portion of the shop to figure out just how much the boy knew about fighting. The day passed agonizingly slowly. Angel had to keep himself from sitting at the window and poking his head out to watch for Silver’s return.

      A few hours after a simple lunch of jerky and water, the door swung open, and Silver strode inside sporting a thin cut along the side of his jaw.

      “What happened?” Angel asked, rising to his feet.

      “Nothing too bad,” Silver replied, raising a hand to calm him. “Let’s go to the back so I can explain everything. I was able to locate someone else, and they told me a few things.”

      They did as he suggested, closing the door behind them and sitting down in a circle in front of Aaron’s bed.

      “I met someone hiding in a building a few streets down who has seen more of the Reawakening’s movements,” Silver said. “And I’ve got good news and bad news.”

      “Just say it already,” Lilian grumbled. “Don’t keep us waiting.”

      “The Reawakening hasn’t taken everyone they’ve kidnapped to the Buried Gods,” Silver replied. “They’ve commandeered the Magistrate’s mansion and the prisons, and they’re using them to keep people in.”

      “That sounds entirely good to me,” Tilly said. “Isn’t it better if people aren’t in the Buried Gods?”

      “I haven’t gotten to the bad part,” Silver replied. “It looks like they’ve got more than just clones working for them. The person I spoke with claimed that the Reawakening had a group of three people who, when they worked together, were strong enough to fight and kill the Magistrate. Those people are likely somewhere within the mansion.”

      “Are they actual Reawakening members?” Angel asked. “That couldn’t be possible, actually. Not unless Reave was here.”

      “I don’t know,” Silver replied. “The girl I was talking to didn’t get a good look at them, but she said they were following orders from a huge, tanned man with long black hair.”

      “That would be Shield,” Lilian said. “He makes the clones. If they were taking orders from him, they certainly aren’t one of the original seven members of the Reawakening. Maybe they’re clones that have artifacts?”

      “That could be a problem,” Angel said. “Any artifacts that make a group of clones strong enough to fight a Magistrate are going to be packing some serious power. What else did you find, Silver?”

      “There’s a resistance,” Silver replied, taking his hat off and hanging it on the foot of the bed. “But that’s all I know about ’em. The girl wouldn’t tell me more without proof that I wasn’t somehow working for the Reawakening, and I didn’t have a good way to show it. I could have gotten it out of her, but I don’t think you would have approved of my methods.”

      “Are you saying you would have tortured her?” Aaron asked in horror.

      “What? No,” Silver replied. “That’s barbaric. I would have promised to save everyone and do anything she wanted, then gone back on every single thing I said.”

      “That’s… somehow almost as bad,” Tilly said with a frown.

      “Hey, I didn’t do it,” Silver replied. “But there’s a bit more good news. She promised to tell us the location of the resistance if we saved some bloke from the prison. She knows enough about them that she’s either a very good liar or is actually connected to someone involved in it.”

      “A prison break?” Angel mused. “The three strong members that the girl mentioned are in the mansion, right? How far is the mansion from the prison?”

      “They’re on opposite ends of the city,” Aaron said. “The prison is near the center of Blackstone, while the mansion is at its peak.”

      “How’s the security on it?” Lilian asked.

      “I’ve never checked,” Aaron admitted. “Didn’t have a reason to. But I never heard about prison breaks, and the area is pretty deep in the mountain. It’s probably not too easy to breach.”

      “It’s still worth a shot,” Silver said. “We should scout the place out at the very minimum. I’m sure the Reawakening has soldiers there, but I doubt it’s a full garrison.”

      “I agree,” Angel said, rising to his feet and stretching his legs out. “It’s as good a start as any. I trust you’ve got a description of the person we’re supposed to save?”

      “Yup. He’s some warrior with a bunch of scars. Bald, tan skin,” Silver said, listing off attributes on his fingers. “His name is Jonas.”

      “Let’s go, then,” Tilly said. “The sooner we find this guy, the better.”

      “Hold on there,” Silver said. “This isn’t a mission you’ll be participating in. Alison too, for that matter.”

      “What? Why?”

      “He’s got a point,” Alison said, but she didn’t sound happy about it. “We don’t have any practice sneaking around, and they aren’t going to try to take the garrison head-on.”

      “But…”

      “We’d only be a hinderance,” Alison said. “The best thing we can do is keep practicing and be ready to help when our talents would actually be useful. Imagine me throwing a fireball while we’re trying to move stealthily. We’d bring half the city down on top of us.”

      Tilly crossed her arms and sat down with a harrumph. “You might be right, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it. What if something goes wrong?”

      “You’ll hear the city coming down around us,” Angel said with a dark chuckle. “Trust me, if things go badly, we won’t be going down quietly.”

      “What about me?” Aaron asked. “You’ll need me to show you where the prison is.”

      “The girl told me,” Silver replied. “And you said yourself it’s heavily fortified and in the center of the city. There’s no need for you to risk yourself for no reason. Stay here and entertain the girls or something.”

      “I have things to do,” Tilly snapped. “We don’t need entertaining.”

      Jake chirped his agreement. Aaron sent a nervous glance at the bird monster, then carefully sat down at the other side of the room. “Good luck, then. I hope you don’t die.”

      “Me too.” Angel chuckled. “With any luck, we’ll be back in a few hours. I don’t know if we’ll try to break the guy out today or later. We’ll see.”

      He, Lilian, and Silver slipped out of the shop. The sun was already hanging low in the air, and Blackstone was bathed in shadows. Lilian’s appearance morphed as she walked, turning gruff and male.

      Angel just wrapped his scarf around his arm as tightly as possible. It wouldn’t fool anyone for long, but it might be enough to throw off a first glance. He wasn’t planning on getting spotted in the first place, but it was better safe than sorry.

      The three of them kept to the edges of the streets, slipping from alley to alley as they followed Silver and headed toward the center of Blackstone.
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      The tunnel that ran to Blackstone’s core was massive. It was large enough for a large airship to fit through if it could somehow get within the city in the first place. Reawakening clones sat at a guard post in front of the tunnel, watching its entrance. The wall the tunnel was built into was nearly a sheer cliff.

      Angel squinted into the tunnel from their vantage point in the shadows of a large house, but he couldn’t make much out beyond the faint glow of lanterns. The tunnel descended at a sharp slant, heading deeper into the mountain and presumably to the prison.

      “We’re going to have to do something to get past those guards,” Silver whispered. “It’s pretty dark, but the tunnel isn’t so large that we can just walk in with them watching.”

      “We could kill them,” Lilian suggested, turning her voice amplifier off completely. “There are only three, from what I can see. If they die fast enough, they won’t have a chance to alert anyone.”

      “It would have to be incredibly fast,” Angel replied. “If any of them have a connection to Mind, they can send off a warning with just a few thoughts.”

      “Well, Mind can only split his attention so many ways,” Lilian said. “It’s very unlikely he would notice if the kills are in fast enough succession, especially if the guards aren’t people he checks in on frequently.”

      “I could do it,” Silver offered.

      “I probably could too, but everyone would know we’re here,” Angel said. “But we should probably stick to stealth for now.”

      “In that case, this one should be mine,” Silver said, placing a hand on the hilt of his sword. “I can make a few people disappear without a sound. Stay here. I’ll be done in a few minutes – one way or another.”

      They nodded, and he slipped back into the shadows, disappearing around the corner of the alley. Angel watched the guardhouse nervously. It was positioned a short dash away from the nearest house. That would be the most important part, as the guards would have full view of Silver while he was approaching.

      Silver was fast, but Angel was pretty sure the former bandit wasn’t nearly fast enough to sprint over to the guardhouse and kill everyone in it before they could even react. Still, Silver had seemed confident of his skills, so Angel could do nothing but wish the man luck and watch.

      Minutes passed with no change. It should have been more than enough time for Silver to wrap around the city to a better access point. Angel started to wonder if the other man had gotten caught up in some other trouble while traveling through the city when he caught a flicker out of the corner of his eye.

      “That crazy bastard,” Lilian whispered. “He’s climbing the wall.”

      Silver moved along the ragged mountain slowly and deliberately, going until he was above the guardhouse. He descended, using his sword to help find purchase in the sheer stone.

      “How sharp is his sword?” Lilian wondered. “It’s going through rock like butter.”

      “No idea. If I knew how to use one, I’d get myself a Serpentine Blade as well,” Angel replied, shaking his head as Silver disappeared behind the back of the guardhouse. “But I’d probably end up cutting my head off. You can’t use a normal sword well without training, much less one of those.”

      They fell silent, watching the guardhouse’s window with rapt attention. Of the original three clones, two had moved so that only one was still visible in the window. A faint, clean note rang out, barely loud enough for them to hear. The clone crumpled, disappearing from view. Silver poked his head out and gave them a thumbs-up.

      After a quick glance to make sure nobody else was in the area, the two of them strolled up to the guardhouse casually and walked inside. Four clones lay dead in a pile on the floor, each bleeding from a precise wound in their neck.

      “There was a fourth,” Silver said, curling his lip. “Luckily, he wasn’t paying much attention. I don’t think they’re expecting someone to be dumb enough to attack a fortified position in the center of the city.”

      “Their defenses will be much stronger in the actual fort,” Lilian said.

      “Don’t be such a spoilsport,” Silver complained, grabbing one of the men’s masks and wiping it off on his shirt. “These might come in useful and buy us a second or two if things go sour. There’s an extra on the table over there, so we should move quickly. There might be another bloke in the area if he left his mask here.”

      They each took a mask and slipped it over their faces. It wasn’t the most comfortable, and it thinned Angel’s field of view, but he could work with it.

      “Let’s get going, then,” Angel said. He poked his nose out the back of the guardhouse, then gestured for the others to follow.

      They headed into the dark tunnel, moving casually but keeping to the shadows as much as possible. The heavy slant in the road made it so that they had to lean back significantly to keep their balance. It had clearly been meant for vehicles more than people, and that became more apparent when the tunnel showed no signs of ending. A gentle breeze ran through the tunnel, sending dozens of thin lines connecting the lamps above them swaying. The light from the lamps occasionally flickered, threatening to go out completely before reigniting.

      It took nearly half an hour before the dull monotony of faint lamps and black walls was broken by a gray wall in the distance. They ducked behind one of many jagged outcroppings of stones lining the tunnel walls. The wall rose about a quarter of the way into the tunnel, and the tunnel split off behind it.

      “Looks like a checkpoint,” Angel whispered. “And I think I can see the path fork beyond it.”

      “We could scale the wall,” Silver offered. “I don’t see any Reawakening clones walking around, so if we stay near one of the edges, there’s a good chance they don’t see us.”

      “It’s a possibility,” Lilian said. “I don’t think the front entrance will work this time. We don’t know how many or where the guards are here, so we have to make sure we’re never seen.”

      “They’ll almost certainly spot us when we’re walking up to the wall though, even if we try to hide behind rocks,” Silver said with a frown. “How are we supposed to get up to the edge of the wall without them noticing?”

      “I don’t know,” Angel muttered. “Even though we’ve got the high ground right now, we’ll be forced to be in their line of sight if we head down much farther. There needs to be something to make sure they aren’t looking in our direction for a few seconds.”

      “What about some sort of distraction?” Lilian suggested. “We could trick them into thinking that the rebellion was trying to make a move?”

      “That would be far from stealthy,” Angel grumbled. “And that would probably set the entire prison on high alert, even if we did sneak by while someone caused a distraction.”

      “The lights,” Silver said, nodding up at the lanterns above them. “The tunnel would be in complete darkness if they went out, and there aren’t that many of them. If the lights near the wall went out while we were approaching, we’d have enough time to get up to the edge of the wall. That would put us out of their line of sight.”

      “They are already flickering,” Angel said, rubbing his chin. “And it looks like they’re all powered from the same source connected to those lines all over the ceiling. If we were to yank the power from it for a few seconds, we’d have a shot.”

      “You’re the power sucker,” Silver said. “Have at it.”

      Angel stared up at the power lines hanging far above them. He glanced back down at the gate, making sure they were out of their line of sight before aiming his palm about halfway up the wall and firing the grappling hook.

      It whizzed through the air and thunked into stone. He gave it a sharp tug, then started to scale the wall. When he reached the point his hook had struck, he dug his fingers into the stone around the barb before retracting it.

      Swapping his grip to his free hand, Angel aimed up at the ceiling and fired the hook one more time. He clambered up the rest of the way, then switched hands once more and called on the Star Fragment.

      A faint crackle of purple lightning arced off his arm, twirling past his fingers and into the power line. There was a sharp pop, and a rush of energy flooded through his body. Steam hissed from his arm, and the energy faded just seconds before every light in the tunnel blinked out.

      Angel rappelled as far as his line would let him – about halfway – then dropped to the ground the rest of the way, letting his magically strengthened muscles absorb the fall. He grunted as pain flashed through his legs, but the damage was so minor that it was already starting to heal by the time he stood.

      “Good job,” Silver whispered. “How long do we have?”

      “I don’t know,” Angel replied. “But we probably shouldn’t stick around and wait to find out. They’re going to want to figure out what happened.”

      “Just stick to the right-hand wall and move until we’re at the wall,” Lilian instructed from somewhere off to his side. Angel nodded, then realized she couldn’t see him and whispered his agreement.

      He found the wall with his hand and crept forward, staying as silent as possible. A few conversations broke the darkness from the wall above them, giving him an approximate location of how far they were.

      It took a few minutes to reach the wall. Angel bumped into Lilian, and Silver bumped into him a moment later. They didn’t need to say anything – nor did they dare risk it. A slight clatter was all Angel heard as Lilian started up the wall.

      He waited a few seconds to give her some room, then dug his hands into the stone to their side and started to climb. By bracing his feet against the wall, he managed to essentially walk up the wall without even damaging it.

      Lilian’s hand found him in the darkness, pulling him over the wall’s edge before he could mistakenly miss it and fall. They both waited for Silver, pulling him over when he reached the top, and continued creeping along the top of the battlement.

      The power lines Angel had cut clearly powered more than just the lamps in the tunnel. It was pitch black all the way up until a large gate in the distance that was lit by two large torches.

      He didn’t risk saying anything. None of them knew how far they were from any Reawakening members, and accidentally alerting Mind that the power failure had been an assault rather than a mistake was the last thing he wanted to do.

      They all crept along the edge of the wall. Lilian stopped Angel, then nudged him with her foot. Angel scooted forward until he felt the edge of the wall. He knelt, grabbing it and finding purchase in the stone before starting to descend.

      He reached the bottom of the wall, then moved to make room for the others while sweeping the area with his foot to make sure he didn’t accidentally fall off something. While Angel was pretty sure he was at the base of the wall, he wasn’t about to bet on it.

      Lilian and Silver both got down shortly after he did, and they continued toward the torchlight. They passed by the sound of several angry guards complaining about the power, but the darkness in the cave was so absolute that they weren’t spotted.

      “I think we’ve left them behind,” Silver said in a low whisper once they’d gotten close enough to the torches to regain the faintest amount of visibility. Angel could just barely make his hand out if he held it right in front of his nose.

      “And now we need to figure out how to get through the gate,” Angel said. The gate in question was built into the stone wall of the cave, and he was willing to bet it led right into the prison. Unfortunately, there didn’t seem to be any way to get inside without passing through it.

      “I don’t see any guards outside, but they could be inside somewhere,” Silver muttered. “We need to get someone inside and check.”

      “Then it’s my turn,” Lilian said. Her body rippled, shifting into a perfect replica of the Reawakening guards. With her stolen mask, the only part that didn’t fit about her was her clothes.

      Luckily, it didn’t look like the Reawakening had a strict dress code. Lilian’s traveling leathers were more than close enough to what they wore so they could just come off as tight and badly fitted.

      “I’ll find a way to clear the path if I can,” Lilian said. “If it doesn’t seem reasonable, I’ll head back out, and we’ll have to escape before the lights come back on.”

      Angel and Silver ducked behind a pitifully small stone outcropping that did little to actually block them from sight. It would have been useless without the dim lighting. Lilian strode up to the gate and pulled it open confidently.

      She headed inside, closing it behind her. Almost an hour passed, leaving Angel nothing to do but twiddle his thumbs. He alternated between glancing back at the sheer darkness behind them and straining his ears for any traces of noise.

      A subtle click caught his ear, and the door swung open. Angel exchanged a glance with Silver. They both slipped out from the cover of the rock and walked over to the door, pulling their masks on as they went. Neither of them looked like a Reawakening clone, but the masks would buy a second or two.

      Behind it was a small room with a dozen cabinets and a hallway leading deeper into the mountain. Lilian stood at the side of the room, beside a cabinet that hung slightly askew. The tip of a boot poked out from within it.

      Lilian pushed the cabinet shut with her heel, then jerked her chin toward the hall. Angel and Silver followed her, passing closed doors and sparse halls with only one or two guards seated at massive tables meant to hold an entire garrison.

      “Where is everyone?” Silver whispered. “This is some of the worst security I’ve seen in my life.”

      “Maybe they’ve all simultaneously gone on vacation,” Angel suggested.

      Lilian turned back to look at them, and Angel got the sense she was glaring behind her mask. They fell silent and continued the rest of the walk in silence. The air grew damp and heavy with the smell of mold as they descended deeper into the mountain.

      Faint torches lined the halls, but the majority of them had burned through and blackened. They turned into a small room, and Lilian pulled the door shut behind them.

      “It looks like the prison is just beyond this hall,” Lilian said. “I didn’t want to go any farther in case the lights behind us went on while you were caught under them. Have you considered just how we’re going to get out of here?”

      “We’ll wing that, I think,” Angel decided. “There’s sure to be another exit somewhere, and it doesn’t look like there are even that many guards here in the first place. Did you find out anything about that?”

      “Most of the guards are scattered around the city,” Lilian said. “I got one of the guards to take me to the control room – he’s the one I left in the cabinet, so he won’t be telling anyone. The rebellion is putting a lot of pressure on them, so they have to constantly patrol key points like the guns and mansion to keep the rebellion from gaining too much.”

      “That’s good news. The prison might not be too heavily guarded, then,” Angel said. “So all we have to do is break in, figure out where our target is, free him, and then escape without getting recognized. Easy.”

      “Yeah. Easy,” Silver said, not sounding too convinced. He rubbed his head. “You think they’ve got a hat somewhere? I’m in need of a new one.”
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      They slipped back out of the room and continued through the hall. There were a few side tunnels branching off to other areas of the mountain, but they stayed on the main path. It slowly expanded, depositing them on a small plateau a few minutes later. A large bridge held aloft by metal beams spanned a cavern and led up to an iron gate built into a sheer wall.

      Small barred windows covered the wall in orderly rows, but there didn’t seem to be any guards in the area. There wasn’t much in the way of anything to hide behind, so the three ducked back into the hall.

      “Looks like a clear shot to the prison,” Silver said. “Now we just have to find some bald, tan-skinned guy called Jonas.”

      “You appear to have skipped the part where we actually get inside,” Angel said. “We’ll have to cross a fair bit of open land, and anyone looking down at us from the prison would see us.”

      “I don’t see any guard posts up there,” Lilian said. “But Angel is right. We don’t have a good way to sneak past the bridge. One person taking a glance out would spell the end for any stealth. Angel is just too easily recognizable with his arm.”

      “We could take the lights out again,” Silver suggested. “But that might be a bit obvious as well. I can’t imagine they suffer complete blackouts too often, so some of them might start thinking.”

      “I’ll go in myself,” Lilian decided. “There’s no other way we can breach that wall without giving ourselves away. You two should stay here and try to figure out a way for us to escape. I’ll keep an eye out for one on the other side of the prison if we have no choice, but it should be a last resort.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Angel said with a frown. “If something goes wrong, you’ll be on your own. We’ll be too far to help.”

      “I can handle myself,” Lilian said. “I’ve been infiltrating groups for hundreds of years without getting detected. The Reawakening will be no exception.”

      Angel nodded reluctantly.

      “While you’re there, keep an eye out for a hat,” Silver said.

      Lilian let out a small snort of laughter. “No promises. I’ll be back in an hour or two, either with Jonas or a horde of guards on my heels. I’ll meet you in the room that we hid in a few minutes ago.”

      She headed back out of the tunnel and toward the entrance of the prison, leaving Angel and Silver watching her.

      “So, escape plan,” Silver said, rubbing his hands together. “Kind of hard to set one of those up when you can’t explore the area. What do you say we find a few unlucky guards, off them, and steal their clothes? There’s no uniform, but they still dress pretty similar.”

      “There’s no way that would work,” Angel said. He thought about it for a moment, then rubbed his forehead. “Okay, it probably honestly would. The guards are completely incompetent. But that’s not going to get us all the way out. Guards aren’t just roaming around randomly, so someone might stop us.”

      “There should be some sort of vehicle somewhere around here,” Silver said. “The tunnel was certainly large enough for them. What if we steal uniforms, then run into one of those and make off with it. They won’t be able to see our faces if we play it right.”

      “That could work,” Angel said with a slow nod. “We’ll have to kill an extra guard for Jonas, but it’s better than anything I can think of right now. If we play it right, it’ll just look like the rebellion attacked. But now we need to figure out where to get a vehicle.”

      “I need to figure out where we’ll get a vehicle,” Silver corrected, adjusting the Reawakening mask on his face. “You’re good in a fight and for utility, but you aren’t going to pass off as a Reawakening member if we run into someone while I’m exploring.”

      Angel pressed his lips together. “Damn it, I know. But what if you get caught?”

      “You’ll hear a lot of screaming,” Silver said. “These worthless fools won’t take me down easily, so you’ll have more than enough time to figure out where I am. While I’m looking around, you should just hide out in the room and see if any guards are unlucky enough to walk into it. I’ll avoid killing anyone for as long as possible to avoid setting them on alert. Hopefully they don’t find those first few blokes in the cabinet and guardhouse.”

      Angel grunted in agreement. “Be careful. I’ll be waiting in the room for two hours at the most. Then I’m coming after you and Lilian.”

      They slipped back into the hall. Angel headed back for the original room they’d hid in while Silver broke off, walking down a side tunnel. He kept his body at an angle to try to hide his metal arm from any initial glances.

      No guards stood in his way on the way back, and he was able to reach the room without any confrontations. Angel pulled the door shut behind him and let out a relieved breath. He then took up position behind the door and settled down to wait.

      Time dragged by agonizingly slowly. Angel was tempted to throw the door open and go find a few guards just so he had something to do. Instead, he remained in position, counting down the seconds in his head as he waited for something to happen.

      A little over an hour had passed and Angel was an inch from pacing around the room when the doorknob rattled. He stiffened, taking a step back and raising his hand. The door swung open, and a man walked in.

      He closed the door behind him with a click and started to turn. Angel’s metal fist crashed into his face with a sickening crunch, and the man spun, dead before he could register the Seeker’s presence.

      Angel caught the guard and dragged him to the far corner of the room. He stripped him of his clothes and pulled them on. The pants were too tight, and his arm looked incredibly bulky under the shirt, but it was still better than what he’d had before. With the mask added in, he figured it might fool someone from far away.

      Another guard entered the room half an hour later. He met the same fate as his predecessor and joined him on the pile in the room’s corner. Angel was midway through pulling the clothes off the man when the door opened once more.

      He spun, raising his hand, but stopped before he accidentally blasted Silver into the next life. The bandit had returned with a new, triangular hat perched atop his head.

      “Jumpy, are we?” Silver asked, closing the door behind him. He’d already changed into Reawakening garb, and it fit him even worse than it fit Angel.

      “You look like you’re about to apply for a job at a shady bar that serves lonely noblewomen,” Angel said.

      “It’s not my fault all of these morons have horrible fashion sense,” Silver replied. “At least there was a hat lying around. Unfortunately, it’s small and pretty pathetic. I’ll need to find a better one soon.”

      “Was it really just lying around?”

      “Well, it might have been on someone’s head when I first spotted it,” Silver admitted. “But he also happened to be wearing some clothes that I needed, so I got what some would refer to as a two-for-one deal.”

      “Congratulations,” Angel said dryly. “I’m sure this hat will last at least a few hours before you blow it up. Did you find any vehicles?”

      “A whole garage,” Silver confirmed. “All in the place we blacked out. Their power is back, by the way. I didn’t get too deep into it, but I did lift the keys to a Magitank. I’ve never driven one before, but it can’t be worse than a chopper. It’s about a ten-minute walk from here if you don’t get lost looking for a hat.”

      “I’m sure we’ll be able to control ourselves. Are there a lot of guards in the way?”

      “A few, but not enough to cause any real difficulty. We can just walk past most of them and then hightail it if things go south. I found a tunnel that leads right over to the gate so we don’t have to go overground, so that’ll make things easier.”

      “Then all we’ve got left to do is wait for Lilian and hope that things go well on her end.”

      They didn’t have to wait long to find out. A few minutes after Silver got back, the door creaked open. A hand poked into it, giving them a thumbs-up before a Reawakening member stepped inside, followed by a veritable giant of a man. He had heavy bags under his eyes and wore tattered rags.

      “I found him,” the Reawakening member who could have only been Lilian said. She’d ditched her leather clothes for her own uniform, so there was no real way to know for sure aside from the fact that she had Jonas in her wake.

      “You know, your power is pretty terrifying,” Silver said. “You barely ever use it, but it’s hard reminding my brain that you’re Lilian when you look, sound, and smell like one of these idiot guards.”

      “I’d be happy to discuss how scary I am later,” Lilian said. “The prison break wasn’t as clean as I would have liked. There wasn’t a lot of noise, but it won’t be long until they find the trail of corpses we left in our wake.”

      “Unnoticed, I hope?” Angel asked, grabbing a set of clothes and tossing it to Jonas.

      “Nobody saw me, that’s for sure,” Lilian said. “Mind should still be in the dark.”

      The huge man raised an eyebrow and waved the outfit around like a flag.

      “I’m not going to fit into this,” he rumbled.

      “Maybe we can convince the other guards that you’re a new experiment. They’re better than rags.”

      “I’m not sure about that,” Jonas said, but he pulled the clothes on regardless. Several pops rang out as buttons popped off the shirt and waistband of his pants. They all pointedly ignored it.

      The shirt barely went a quarter of the way down his chest, and his pants were so short that they weren’t much better than underwear.

      “Maybe you can flex your pecs and blind them all for a few moments,” Silver suggested with a smirk, pulling the door open and glancing around before heading out into the hallway.

      Jonas’ lip curled, but Angel couldn’t tell if it was amusement or annoyance. They all followed Silver, moving swiftly but quietly. Angel positioned himself behind Jonas, hoping the man might block him from view if any Reawakening members happened to stumble across them.

      Silver turned a corner. There was a garbled gasp followed by a thud as a guard crumpled to the ground.

      “Hurry now,” Silver said. “We might want to start picking up the pace. We’re about halfway to the garage.”

      They increased their pace, breaking into a jog. Another unlucky guard stepped out of the room and into their path. Silver’s blade danced out, severing the man’s head before he could react.

      “Don’t you think it’s a bit sexist?” Silver asked as they wove through the halls.

      “What are you talking about?” Lilian asked.

      “The guards. They’re all dudes. What if a woman wanted to get stabbed instead? She couldn’t get hired.”

      “They’re clones, Silver,” Lilian pointed out. “Of course they’re all the same.”

      “I think Silver is just peeved that he couldn’t find a woman’s hat. They’re bigger than men’s ones,” Angel said.

      “Guilty,” Silver admitted.

      “You’re all awfully casual about all of this,” Jonas said. “Are you professional prison breakers or something? I would have thought that you’d be a little tenser. We’re escaping from a heavily guarded elite prison.”

      “Bah. These fools are anything but elite, and the prison is running on a barebones crew at best,” Silver said. “I don’t know what it was before the Reawakening showed up, but standards are lower than you’re used to.”

      He turned down another corridor and held up a hand, indicating for the others to stop when they reached a door. Silver drew his blade and stepped inside. A second later, he pushed it open. Four men lay on the ground, blood pooling out of savage wounds on their necks.

      “The garage is just over here,” Silver said, stepping over one of them and pushing another door open. “This is where things get fun.”

      Dozens of vehicles were laid out in a large, flat area. There were cars, tanks, bikes, and what Angel was pretty sure was just a trebuchet scattered throughout the room. There were a dozen Reawakening members pacing around the room and inspecting the vehicles.

      “Quickly now,” Silver said out of the corner of his mouth, approaching a sandtank near the back of the room. It was sleek, with a large Magitech cannon at its top above a glass cockpit. The tank’s treads were covered in runes, and sleek machinery covered its externals, shielded by plates that emerged from above the treads to keep sand from getting kicked up. A guard stood with his back to them, inspecting the open cockpit.

      Silver slipped up beside the man, pulling his sword across his throat and muffling his surprised gasp. He lowered the man to the ground and hopped into the tank. The others piled in after him. It was a tight fit, especially with Jonas.

      “Could you try being a little less fat?” Silver asked irritably. He slotted a small key into the tank, twisting it. Lilian reached up and grabbed the glass cover, pulling it down over them. It clicked into place, and the tank rumbled to life.

      Blue smoke started to pour out of a valve poking out of the front right-hand side of the tank. Several guards turned and started toward them.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” one man called.

      Silver pulled a lever. The tank rumbled. He clicked his tongue and pressed several buttons, then pushed the lever back and pulled it once more.

      The rumble turned into a purr. With a lurch, the tank started forward, accompanied by a horrible grinding noise. Several guards cried out, diving out of the way before they got run over.

      “Shit,” Silver said, grabbing another lever and pushing it down. The grinding noise vanished. “I forgot to release the brake.”

      “Just go!” Angel hissed, ducking down below the glass to minimize what the Reawakening could see of him.

      A loud crunch filled the air, and the tank shuddered, rising and then slamming back down onto the ground, nearly throwing Angel from his seat. It steadily started to accelerate.

      “What was that?” Angel asked.

      “A car, I think,” Silver replied. Angel caught a glimpse of a motorbike moments before it vanished beneath the tank treads, turned to scrap metal.

      Blasts of red energy sailed through the air as the Reawakening drew guns and started to fire on them. A few of the energy attacks struck the tank, but they didn’t seem to do much more than singe it.

      “Since when did they have guns?” Angel asked.

      “Those are ours,” Jonas growled. “Bastards took them.”

      “Typical,” Silver muttered. “Damn thieves. Real scum, those people are.”

      Cavern walls blurred past them as Silver shot away from the prison and made his way toward the main gate at the tunnel. Loud, blaring horns rang out all around them as the Reawakening finally started to set off the alarms.

      “They’re closing the gate,” Silver said, licking his lips. “This is going to be a bumpy one. Hold onto something.”

      They didn’t get a chance to respond. A violent shriek filled Angel’s ears, and the entire tank shook as it slammed into the gate, blowing through it in a shower of metal. The cockpit shattered, sending glass flying everywhere. Angel held onto the bottom of his seat with enough force to warp the metal under his grip.

      “Would you look at that. It worked!” Silver exclaimed over the wind howling past them. He held his hat to his head with one hand while he steered with the other. Bright sunlight washed over them as they shot out onto the city streets, mowing down a dozen market stalls in the process.

      “We need to ditch this tank as fast as possible,” Lilian said. “The trail we’re leaving behind is too easy to follow.”

      Silver nodded, jerking the wheel to the side and yanking several levers. The tank spun, screeching through the streets and demolishing part of a house before it finally skidded to a stop. They staggered to their feet, brushing glass and dust out of their clothes.

      “Stick to flying choppers,” Angel advised as they scrambled to the ground and darted away from the tank.

      “I’d like to see you do better,” Silver snapped.

      “This way,” Jonas said, darting down an alley. “We need to get underground.”

      Jonas led them down two more alleys that were so tight that he could barely fit through them, then stopped before a large circular plate on the ground. He heaved it up and jerked his chin toward the hole.

      “Go. It’s the city’s freshwater channels.”

      They slipped inside, and he jumped in after them, letting the metal plate slam back into place with a bang. Silence fell over the group, broken only by the rush of running water and heavy breathing as they caught their breath. Angel’s eyepiece flipped down, lighting the canal up with faint orange light.

      “Well,” Silver said, pulling his mask off and adjusting his hat, “that was fun.”
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      Lilian’s body rippled as she returned to her normal appearance. Angel unwrapped the scarf from his metal arm. Jonas looked between them. As the adrenaline coursing through their veins started to recede, he let out a shaky breath.

      “Buried Gods. What in the Barren is going on?” he asked. “I’m not as young as I used to be. I don’t think my heart can handle much more of this. A few days ago, I was thinking about what to buy for breakfast. How did everything fall apart so quickly?”

      “At least you’re no longer in prison,” Lilian said.

      “I owe you a great deal of thanks for that,” he said, inclining his head. “I thought I was going to die in there.”

      “It’s no problem,” Angel replied. “Anything that inconveniences the Reawakening, even a little, is worth our time.”

      “Not that we’d object to payment,” Silver said. “Gold is always good. How much would you say your life is worth?”

      Jonas snorted. “I’m afraid you saved the wrong man if you were looking for a payout. I don’t have much coin beyond what I carry on me, and those Reawakening bastards took all of it. I plan to get it back, though. Right after I kill every last one of them.”

      He spat on the ground. “Your shapeshifting lady told me about the remaining members of Blackstone’s resistance. Where are they?”

      “We were hoping you could tell us that,” Angel said. “A little girl apparently knows where they are, and she wouldn’t tell us unless we found you.”

      Relief washed over Jonas’ face. “That has to be Jenny, my niece. She’s alive, then?”

      “Last we checked she was,” Silver said with a shrug. “You’re surprisingly calm for finding out that you got saved to be used as a bargaining chip.”

      “Saved is saved, and I’ve been a prisoner before,” Jonas said with a shrug. “I don’t complain about good fortune when it comes my way. Franky, so long as those masked fools didn’t kill me in the prison, I suspect I would have escaped anyways. Their security was horrible, and they had too many prisoners. It was just a matter of time. It baffles me that such buffoons managed to take the city.”

      His stomach grumbled, and Jonas winced. “I haven’t eaten in days. I hate to ask for more, but do any of you have food? I might not need it, but I’d kill to taste something other than blood or my dry mouth.”

      Silver dug around in one of his pockets and pulled out a strip of jerky. It was bent and more than a little squished, but Jonas devoured it without a second of hesitation.

      “Aren’t you thirsty?” Lilian asked, nodding at the water running at their feet. “You said this was fresh.”

      “Relative term,” Jonas said with a dry grimace. “There are filters farther down the line. I’m not desperate enough to drink this stuff, and I’ve got a few more days before I’ll need any water anyways. I can make it to a safe spot before quenching my thirst. I’m just glad to be out of my own city’s damn prison.”

      “We got lucky that everything went as well as it did. I shudder to think about what would happen if their guards were even half competent,” Angel said.

      “I was thinking about that,” Lilian said, adjusting the artifact at her neck to raise her volume. “I think I know why the clones are so ineffective. It’s because of Shield.”

      “Explain?” Angel asked.

      “I was thinking there were more clones than normal,” Lilian said, scratching the back of her head. “I don’t recall us ever having more than around one hundred, although I’m sure a fair number were scattered around for various tasks. But what we’ve been seeing recently – they’ve got to have numbers in the thousands. Maybe Shield is lowering the quality of the clones he creates in exchange for making more of them.”

      “So if we kill this Shield, their entire army vanishes?” Jonas asked.

      “It’s easier said than done, but exchanging quality for quantity would explain a lot,” Angel mused. “Lilian, what level was Shield when you last saw him? I also think you mentioned something about him somehow using clones to make himself stronger. Does that mean he’s weaker if he made all of these?”

      “If I’m right and he isn’t somehow using some artifact to make himself stronger, then that’s very likely,” Lilian said.

      “And you’re certain about this?” Jonas asked. “If you are, all we need to do is kill Shield and we’ll be able to break the siege on the city.”

      “Don’t forget about the Buried Gods,” Silver reminded him. “We’ll have to take care of those somehow as well. They don’t need too many people to run them, so as long as the Reawakening has your people to sacrifice, they’ll be able to run them.”

      “They’re doing what now?” Jonas asked, his eyes widening. “Sacrifice?”

      “Maybe we can fill you in on the way back,” Angel suggested. “Do you know where a boy called Aaron lives?”

      “A few blocks from my house,” Jonas said with a nod. “The channel will put us out a short distance from there. Follow me.”

      He set off, and the others followed him, the echo of their footsteps splashing through the dark tunnel. Angel filled Jonas in on the Reawakening as they walked, giving him enough information to understand the situation without sharing any of his or the others’ secrets. The channel was largely a single large passage. Every street or so, a thin branch broke away from the main area and headed into the shadows.

      After a few minutes, they came across a fork in the channel. Jonas turned down the right path without hesitation.

      “Have you traveled these before?” Angel asked. “You seem to know where you’re going.”

      “I’m a private in the city guard,” Jonas replied. “We had drills using the channel in case of an invasion or an attack from a monster too large for the city to handle, but I never thought I’d actually be using what we learned.”

      “Do you think the rest of the rebellion is down here as well, then?” Angel asked.

      “It’s very likely,” Jonas said with a nod. “There’s a reservoir near the center of the mountain that has some heavy defenses. It was our regroup point if anything went wrong, so I’d assume that’s where they’ve gone. It’s in the opposite direction from where we’re heading, though.”

      “That’s fine,” Silver said. “We’ve got to regroup anyways. Half of our group is back at the house.”

      “Are they all…”

      “As handsome as I am?” Silver asked. “No. Not even slightly.”

      “They’re talented at what they do,” Angel said, rolling his eyes. “We’ve all got our purposes. Silver’s is to distract the Reawakening while the rest of us do the real work.”

      Silver snorted. “Like you don’t thank every god you know that my blade is on your side.”

      “Only as long as we’ve got the coin,” Angel pointed out.

      “Nah, I figure those blokes have some real expensive shit,” Silver said. “You’ll notice I haven’t asked you about coin recently. I’m tallying up the work I’ve done, and I’ll be taking that out of their loot – with interest.”

      Jonas shook his head in disbelief. “I’d think you were all full of bluster if you hadn’t just broken me out of a high-security prison. Even as incompetent as those guards were, you’ve got some skill. But can you really go against the Buried Gods and the leads of the Reawakening?”

      “We’ve done it before,” Lilian said. “They might have power, but not as much as they’d lead everyone to believe. Without the Buried Gods, they can die just like any man. You just need to smash a little machinery in the process.”

      “And avoid getting fried by a barrage of plasma or crushed under thousands of clones,” Silver grumbled. “Don’t undersell it. I’m fully expecting some payment for liberating Blackstone, and nobody pays well for an easy job.”

      “I’m not qualified to promise anything. I don’t think the city values me as much as my niece does,” Jonas said with a chuckle. “But I’m sure the Reawakening has more than enough for you to loot as recompense.”

      “Maybe we’ll take one of their Buried Gods,” Silver mused. “That would sell for a few Vei.”

      “Just a few?” Angel asked. “I’d hope a living weapon capable of annihilating cities would go for more than that.”

      “Start the bidding low,” Silver replied. “That’ll help drive the price all the higher with competition.”

      “Are you an auctioneer or something?” Jonas asked.

      “No,” Silver said. “But I’ve robbed a few of them. About the same thing.”

      They turned down a side tunnel and traveled for a few more minutes before reaching a ladder that led up to a circular disk much like the one they’d entered the canal with. Jonas climbed the ladder, ducking his head and pushing the plate up with his shoulders. He turned his head to check out the surroundings, then pushed the plate out of the way with a grunt.

      “We’re good to go,” he said in a low tone. “Let’s move. I want to see Jenny.”

      “Aaron’s shop first,” Angel reminded him, starting up the ladder. “We need the rest of our group before we wander around the city anymore.”

      Jonas’ eyebrows knitted, but he nodded reluctantly. Once they’d all gotten out of the canal, Jonas pushed the plate back into place, and they set off through the streets, keeping to the edges of the houses and moving as quickly as they could without making too much noise.

      They reached Aaron’s shop a short while later and darted inside. Tilly, who was standing behind the counter with her gauntleted palms pointed at the entrance, lowered her hands with a relieved grin.

      “You did it!” she exclaimed. Alison’s head popped out from beneath the counter.

      “Of course we did,” Silver scoffed. “It was just a prison break.”

      “Are you alright?” Alison asked Jonas. “Do you need anything?”

      “I’m quite fine, thanks to your friends,” Jonas rumbled. “Some water would go a long ways, though.”

      Alison walked into the back of the shop while Tilly grabbed the water pitcher and handed it to the large man. Jonas took a huge swig from it, draining the entire thing in one go, and let out a relieved sigh.

      Aaron emerged from the back of the shop. His eyes widened as he spotted Jonas.

      “Mr. Smith?”

      “Aaron,” Jonas said, a small smile pulling across his lips, “it’s good to see you’re okay. I heard your parents were taken.”

      Aaron’s face fell. “Yeah. Do you think they’re alive?”

      “I don’t know any more than you do,” Jonas said. His knuckles whitened around the handle of the pitcher. “But trust me, boy. So long as I’ve got any breath, we’ll tear those murderers apart and save everyone we can.”

      Aaron swallowed and nodded, trying to hide his watering eyes. “Yeah. Oh, Jenny is alive!”

      “I’ve heard,” Jonas said. “We’ll be going to see her in a few moments. I won’t let her remain alone in this city any longer than necessary. Speaking of which, are you coming with me to get my niece? I’m leaving, with or without you.”

      “We’re coming,” Angel said. “We need to get in contact with the rebellion, and you’re our ticket.”

      “Good to know I’m useful for something,” Jonas said with a grim laugh. “Let’s go, then.”

      “What about me?” Aaron asked. “You’re going to the rebellion, right? Are you coming back here?”

      “Probably not,” Lilian said. “You should probably come with us. Setting up with the rebellion will be safer than camping out in your shop.”

      Aaron nodded and dashed into the back room. He came back out a few seconds later with a pack slung over his shoulder. Jake followed him out. Jonas bit back a curse as he spotted the bird monster.

      “He’s harmless,” Aaron said. “I had the same reaction when I first saw him. I also have a travel pack ready, so I won’t need any more time. It was in case the masked guys showed up and I had to run.”

      “Harmless,” Jonas repeated, eyeing Jake’s enormous beak. “If I hadn’t been warned about that, I’d be screaming my lungs out.”

      “We’ll leave the screaming to our enemies,” Angel said. “And the bag was a good idea.”

      “It was my dad’s idea,” Aaron said. “I’ll tell him when we find him.”

      The group gathered what supplies they could comfortably carry, then followed Jonas back into the streets. With the large man’s knowledge of the city streets, it didn’t take them long to weave their way over to Jenny’s house.

      They passed by Reawakening guards several times, but the clones were clearly headed somewhere in a hurry and didn’t notice their passing. As soon as they made it to Jenny’s house, Jonas ran up to the door and pushed it open.

      “Jenny?” he asked in a hushed whisper, walking inside. A tiny blur shot across the room and dove into him. Jenny hugged his leg tightly. Jonas spun her in a circle, unable to keep a grin from forming on his face.

      “I thought they were gonna kill you,” Jenny said, her voice muffled.

      “They didn’t, hon. Uncle Jonas heard you sent some help for me, so I couldn’t just die on you.”

      Jenny glanced up. Her eyes latched onto Silver and went wide. Silver inclined his hat.

      “Thank you for saving Uncle Jonas,” Jenny said with a sniffle. “Thank you.”

      “Just another day in the life of Silver,” the former bandit said. “Tomorrow, we topple a regime.”

      Jenny’s eyes lit up, and she ran back into the house, emerging a moment later with a large, floppy sun hat. She held it out to Silver. “Here.”

      Silver wiggled his fingers in delight and took the hat, tossing his old one aside. Everyone glared at him.

      “What?” Silver asked, adjusting the hat.

      “Did you really extort the girl for a hat?” Lilian asked.

      “It’s a business deal,” Silver corrected. “And a good one, I think. This is a nice hat.”

      “Your last one didn’t even last an entire day,” Angel observed. “I hope this one makes it longer.”

      “This one is special,” Jenny said, crossing her arms. “It’s because he saved Uncle Jonas. It’s a magic good luck hat. That’s what he said, and I held it really tight, and then he came back with Uncle Jonas.”

      “Whoa,” Angel said, holding his hands up. “I’m not arguing with you. I’m not well versed in hats, so I’ll take your word as an expert for it.”

      Jenny nodded confidently. “Can we go now?”

      “That would be for the best,” Jonas said. “Are you ready to go, hon? Maybe grab some clothes and a toy.”

      Jenny nodded and darted off, returning a few minutes later with a badly stuffed leather pack. She spotted Jake looming over Tilly for the first time. The bird blinked at her, and Jenny gave him a solemn nod.

      “Bird.”

      “Bird indeed,” Jonas grumbled, shifting away from Jake.

      They didn’t want to risk staying any longer, so Jonas lifted Jenny onto his shoulder, and they set off for the freshwater canal entrance.

      They made it without issue and slipped into the hole, pulling the cover back shut behind them. With Jonas in the lead, they continued deeper into the canal and, hopefully, toward the rebellion.
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      The only light they had to see by was that of Angel’s eyepiece, and it was far from enough to illuminate the dank hallways. Water lapped at their heels, and the heavy smell of mildew hung in the air.

      As they grew deeper, the tunnels grew larger and more decrepit. Every noise felt like it was magnified by a hundred. The splash of footsteps and the group’s breathing echoed around them eerily.

      Several hours of walking later, a mote of torchlight greeted them around a large bend. The light source hung above a large, stone door reinforced with metal bands. Jonas let out a relieved sigh. “They’re here. That torch wouldn’t be lit if the rebellion hadn’t set up in the canal.”

      “Good,” Silver said. “I’ve got enough water in my shoes to start a garden. I sincerely hope you all had the good sense to make your secret hideout on an elevated platform.”

      They slowed as they reached the door, and Jonas slammed his fist against it several times, pausing in between strikes for a few seconds. A click echoed through the cave, and a metal plate slid open, revealing a pair of dark eyes.

      “Private Jonas reporting for duty, joined by a civilian and a combatant force,” Jonas said, placing a fist over his chest.

      “Reports said you were dead or imprisoned,” a gruff voice replied. “How did you escape?”

      “The combatant force rescued me.”

      “Why?”

      “Ah, my niece asked them to,” Jonas said, breaking composure and rubbing the back of his head in embarrassment. “They were looking for any remains of Blackstone’s guards, and I told her about the congregation point.”

      The metal plate slammed closed. A second later, a grizzled man with a white beard pushed the door open, forcing them to all take a step back. He had a heavy black sword strapped to his hip and sported a jagged scar along his cheek.

      “It’s good to see you alive, Private,” the man said, letting his gaze wander over the party. He paused as he spotted Jake, but only cocked an eyebrow. “You’ve picked up some interesting company.”

      “We’ve been chasing the Reawakening for some time now,” Angel said. “We believe that we can aid you with removing them from the city.”

      “At this point, we’ll take any help we can get,” the man said, stepping to the side and waving for them to enter. “Come in. I’m loath to leave this torch lit for any longer than needed. A scout saw you all coming, and I know Jonas enough to know he shouldn’t turn against the city.”

      “Then why was the door closed when we arrived?” Lilian asked.

      “Shouldn’t isn’t the same as won’t,” the man replied. “But I do know he’d never put his niece in danger, so she’s proof enough.”

      “Thank you, Captain Brod,” Jonas said.

      “Don’t thank me yet, soldier,” Brod replied, snuffing the torch and pulling the heavy door shut once they’d all entered. The inside of Blackstone’s last sanctum wasn’t particularly awe inspiring.

      It was an enormous cavern built atop a slightly raised metal platform. Enormous stalactites hung from the ceiling, and lanterns hung from the walls and from metal ropes crisscrossing above the area.

      Several dozen square buildings sat around the cavern. Guards sat around them in small groups. Several men watched the group curiously as Brod led them toward a building near the front of the sanctum.

      There was no door in this or any of the buildings. Angel supposed there wasn’t much need for one when the only people in the area were dedicated Blackstone soldiers. The building only had a single, rectangular room with a large table and several chairs sitting around it.

      Atop the table was a perfect metal replica of the city. Magitech lights of several colors blinked across it, mostly gathered near the top and two other locations. Brod pressed a button at the base of the city, turning the lights off.

      He nodded to the chairs, then leaned against the wall. “Sit, please. Tell me who you are and what you’ve got to do with the Buried Gods.”

      His tone brooked no room for argument. All of them sat – aside from Jake, who perched on the edge of the table and cocked his head to the side, examining the captain like a large snack.

      “I’m a Seeker,” Angel said. “Well, I was. I haven’t done any seeking in some time now. The Reawakening and I have come into conflict about methods in bringing back Old World Magic.”

      “That’s enough to make you chase them around the Barren?”

      “It’s enough for me to kill one of them,” Angel replied with a grim smile. “Their methods are the reason they’re sacrificing people to power the Buried Gods.”

      “Wretched rat f–” Brod started, then paused and glanced at Jenny, who was rocking back and forth in her chair, watching him with rapt attention. “Never mind. I had my suspicions about what they were doing with all the people they kidnapped, but the intel didn’t line up. Why would they specifically want to sacrifice Tinkerers?”

      “They probably don’t,” Lilian said, adjusting her voice volume to be more appropriate for the situation. “We believe they severely damaged an artifact and are trying to repair it. It’s unlikely they’ve done so yet, or there wouldn’t be any reason for the Buried Gods to remain at this city.”

      Brod rubbed his chin. “I see. And how do you know this?”

      “We were there when the artifact was damaged,” Angel replied. “And before you ask, we were there because my students were kidnapped by the Reawakening.”

      “You make a habit of stealing people out from under their noses?” Brod asked with a small grin. “And what was the fate of your students? Is it the boy?”

      “We’re the students,” Tilly said, nodding at Alison.

      “You? You can’t be much younger than the Seeker,” Brod said. “Speaking of, please share your name.”

      “It’s Angel. And experience speaks louder than age.”

      “I see,” Brod said. “And the rest of you?”

      “I’m Lilian, a Hunter of sorts,” Lilian said, indicating the large sword on her back. “And I’m also an infiltration specialist.”

      Silver didn’t bother saying anything. He just drew his sword halfway out of its sheath, allowing the captain to get a good look at it.

      “A Serpentine Blade,” Brod murmured. His gaze shifted to Silver’s hand, and his eyebrows twitched up. “And together with a control bracelet. You’re well equipped.”

      “That’s Silver,” Jenny said happily. “He stole my hat.”

      “I did not steal anything,” Silver snapped, his mysterious aura banished. “It was a business transaction.”

      Brod’s face twitched as he tried to repress his smile. “You’re an interesting crew. How is it that you’ve managed to stand against the group that attacked us? Jonas should have been held within the prison and not the Buried Gods if you were able to rescue him, but the prison is incredibly well fortified.”

      “The Reawakening soldiers are really, really incompetent when they don’t have direct orders to follow,” Angel said. “They’re clones controlled by one of the members of the Reawakening, and it appears like he loses control over them as the number of clones increases.”

      “Interesting. How did you come by that piece of information? You seem very well informed about the Reawakening.”

      “I’ve interrogated a member and killed two of them,” Angel replied. “You’ll have to take my word for it.”

      Brod pursed his lips and scanned over all of them. He didn’t seem to find whatever it was he was looking for. “You seem almost too good to be true. Tell me, then. How can we deal with the Buried Gods if these clones are weak? The only reason we lost the city is because of those damned beasts.”

      “We need to get inside them,” Lilian said. “But it’ll be borderline impossible for us to get in on our own. Before, we’ve been able to sneak in or surprise the Reawakening. Now, the Buried Gods should be on high alert, as will the clones. We need some sort of distraction to get in. It’s very likely that the clones can transmit anything they learn to the rest of the Reawakening, so this will be a war of information.”

      “They can transmit what they see? Before we go any further, I’m going to need you to tell me everything you know about this group,” Brod said, crossing his arms. “We’ve been shooting in the dark for too long. Anything you can remember will be of help.”

      “We’ll be more than glad to share,” Angel replied, and he launched into another retelling of his journey since leaving Bronze city – the same abridged version that he’d given Jonas.

      Once he’d finished, Brod shook his head in slow amazement. “Any other time and place and I’d have tossed you out. Your story seems impossible.”

      “And yet, here we are,” Angel said, tugging back some of the bandages around his arm to reveal the metal beneath. “But it’s not like we truly need to prove anything to you. I trust the information we shared will be helpful.”

      “More than,” Brod agreed. “And frankly, you could tell me you were a god incarnate and I wouldn’t care in the end. We need every single advantage we can get against the Reawakening.”

      “As do we,” Angel said. “And the faster we move, the better – just as long as we’re truly ready for it. Lives are on the line, but the desert is at stake. We can’t rush in here.”

      “Like what you did to save your students?” Brod asked, his eyebrow quirking up. “And that particular action resulted in the Reawakening getting their hands on some artifact that they supposedly want very badly.”

      Angel grunted. “You’re not wrong, but I’d do it again. I haven’t told you all of the atrocities the Reawakening has done, and I’m only human. There are things worth taking risks for.”

      “If it had been my kids, I might have considered doing the same,” Brod said, giving Angel a nod. “But luckily, they’re far from this mess. Sending them to Ainhold was the smartest damn thing I’ve done in years.”

      “So what about making a plan to attack the Buried Gods?” Lilian asked. “We’ll be happy to work together with your troops, and we’ve got the ability to take down the Buried God if it has any form of power source beyond human sacrifice. You can’t do that without us.”

      “I’ll be discussing it with my subordinates immediately after this,” Brod said. “But I can say it won’t be today, as much as I hate to admit it. I’ve got a fair number of men scattered throughout the city, and we’re going to need every damn hand we can get if we want to have a chance of storming one of those things. You haven’t outright said it, but I know what you’re asking for. You want my men to cause a distraction, drawing the fire and attention to themselves while you sneak into one of the Buried Gods and destroy it, don’t you?”

      “We do,” Angel confirmed. “And, if possible, they should try to get to the other Buried God and free any people stuck inside it. The Reawakening soldiers aren’t that much of a problem, so that only leaves the three in the Magistrate’s mansion and the two head members, Shield and Mind. Reave is off somewhere, likely with the Tinkerers from your city and the artifact he stole.”

      “You’re asking me to kill my men to buy you time,” Brod said flatly. “If we cause a distraction big enough for you to get onto one of those beasts undetected, it’s going to be a damn big distraction. A lot of good people will die just to buy you a few minutes.”

      Angel pressed his lips together. “I know. Perhaps there’s some way you could do the distraction without putting them directly in the line of fire?”

      “Do you know of one?” Brod asked.

      “No,” Angel admitted. “Not off the top of my head.”

      “Then you and I have all day to think. I’m still not convinced you’re our only shot against these bastards, and I won’t be sending my men to their deaths for a sliver of hope. There’s a lot I need to take care of with the new information you’ve provided us with. Go find an unused building and get some food and water if you want it. Tomorrow, we can speak again. For both of our sakes, I hope one of us can come up with a better idea than what you’ve offered.”

      “Likewise,” Angel said, rising from his chair. The others moved to follow him, but Brod raised a hand, stopping Jonas in his tracks.

      “Stay here,” Brod told the large soldier. “Prison escapee or not, I can’t spare you your duties. I need every man I can get. I trust you’re largely uninjured?”

      “As much as can be, sir,” Jonas said, sitting back down. Brod waved the rest of them on, and they headed out of the building, leaving Jenny and the two soldiers behind.

      “That went better than expected,” Alison said. “I half expected him to throw us out.”

      “I can’t imagine he’s the biggest fan of what Angel suggested,” Tilly said. “But I can’t blame him either. I can’t imagine bringing myself to order people under me to…”

      She trailed off, unable to finish the sentence.

      “That’s why you’re not a guard captain,” Silver said as they walked through the camp, heading towards a group of unlit buildings near the edge. “But I do genuinely hope we can come up with something at least a little better than what we have now. I like winging things, but this is a bit much even for me.”

      “Do you have a better idea, then?” Angel asked. “We know far too little. The only facts we have are that there’s at least one of the Reawakening members here, along with a whole bunch of stupid clones and three strong ones. The Buried Gods appear unpowered and are likely running on human sacrifice, and Reave kidnapped a bunch of Tinkerers who could be anywhere. Barren, he could be anywhere. There’s no real way for us to know he’s not just waiting in the sand for an ambush.”

      “That’s not his style,” Lilian said. “Especially now. He’s more unhinged than I’ve ever seen him. I suspect it’s because we’ve been running out of artifacts to feed the relics powering us for years now, and his Magitech is the most battered out of all of ours. Considering his powers are already agony to use, he must be in a constant state of pain that only gets worse with every passing day.”

      “Good,” Tilly said, glaring. “He’s an evil, detestable psychopath.”

      Lilian adjusted her audio collar with a grimace. “I’m not disagreeing with you, Tilly. It just hurts to see a man I once trusted and called a friend reduced to this. I’ve lived for over six hundred years, and only six other people have been constant throughout that time. Of those six, three are dead and one would be better off dead. Could you imagine watching that happen to your family and friends?”

      “They’d never do anything like what the Reawakening did,” Tilly said defiantly, crossing her arms. “Are you saying that Alison and Angel would turn into murderers if they lived long enough?”

      “I notice you’ve left me out,” Silver observed. Nobody responded to that.

      “Your moral compass erodes with time. When you see thousands die in wars for Magistrates who don’t even lift a finger, life starts to lose its value,” Lilian said, shaking her head. “And I don’t know how much of the men and women I once knew is even left in the other Reawakening members. I was spared, partially because of Angel fixing my Magitech and partially because my power lent itself very well to maintaining my mind and body. The others had no such luck.”

      They arrived before a house, and Angel peeked inside. Finding nobody within it, they sat down in some chairs at its front. The lighting within the house was so bad that it wouldn’t be much good for anything but sleeping.

      “It almost sounds like you’re going to suggest that we should try to have Angel fix them,” Alison said.

      “No.” Lilian shook her head. “They’re long gone, now. I didn’t realize it because I spent so much time in the field, but there’s precious little left of the people I once knew. It’s not worth sacrificing any of you to try to regain who they were. The risk is simply too great. Now, the only thing I can do for my old friends is put them to rest before they hurt too many more people.”

      “The only question is how we can do that, preferably without killing the entirety of Blackstone’s militia,” Silver said.

      “Let’s start with the big picture,” Angel said, rubbing his chin. “I’m no strategist, but even if we destroy one of the Buried Gods, we’re going to have another one to take care of. If we don’t, the city is still doomed.”

      “Don’t forget that we don’t know where Shield or his three super clones are for certain,” Tilly said. “I mean, I’d guess Shield is on one of the Buried Gods. But if we blow up the wrong one, we’ve got a pretty strong opponent and a superweapon left to deal with.”

      “We could always split up,” Alison offered. “Half of us go to one Buried God and the other half go to the other.”

      “Impossible,” Angel said. “Unless you’ve figured out a way to take out a Buried God’s core, I’m the only one who can do it. And there’s no way we’re fighting through everyone the Reawakening has to throw at us. We can cut a path to the core, but we can’t kill all of them. That’s why stealth is so important.”

      “Right,” Alison said, letting out a defeated sigh. “I forgot about that part. What about Tilly’s new magic?”

      “What do you mean?” Angel asked.

      “Well, she can communicate with monsters. The Buried Gods are supposed to be alive, and when Reave kidnapped me and Tilly, I felt like the floor was pulsing under me. That means its alive, right? Maybe Tilly could get control of it.”

      They all turned to Tilly, who reddened.

      “Could you do it?” Angel asked.

      “I… I’m not sure,” Tilly said. “But I honestly don’t think so. Making the connection with Jake felt like it took the limits of my power. If I were to cut my bond with him, I could probably get a slightly larger or more intelligent monster. I’m not really sure what it depends on. The Buried God… it’s just too big. I could try, of course. I just don’t think it would work.”

      “We’ll file that under last-ditch attempts,” Silver said. Jake turned a beady eye on him and clacked his beak threateningly.

      “So we’re in the same spot,” Lilian said. “Actually, Angel, are you even sure you can drain a Buried God now? The chopper should have been dozens of times less energy than a Buried God, and you’ve still got those scars.”

      “Maybe we should ask the expert,” Angel said, pulling Blue out and activating the artifact. It hummed to life, faint purple light sparking to life in its core.

      “You are not following the Key,” Blue said.

      “We’ve been waylaid,” Angel replied. “There are two Buried Gods blocking our path. Have you forgotten?”

      “The Buried Gods are not active,” Blue said. “You can avoid them if proper caution is taken.”

      “I’m not going to condemn an entire city to death if I can avoid it,” Angel said. “And frankly, we need to deal with the Reawakening one way or another. This might be the best chance to destroy one or both of them. Who knows when the next time the Reawakening splits up will be.”

      Blue crackled. “The magical energy your body can handle has increased over the past few weeks. As I said, it will be possible to draw power from the Buried God, but it will be incredibly destructive. Both to you and your surroundings.”

      “You said I’d survive though, right?”

      “You will live. There is a significant chance that you will recover as well, so long as everything goes correctly. However, the chances for the entire operation functioning as you desire are rather low.”

      “Well, you understand that I have to deal with the Reawakening, right?” Angel asked.

      “It is not my primary objective.”

      “Nor is it mine, but it’s damn high up there,” Angel snapped. “And as long as you’re part of me, that means it is for you as well.”

      “If you adopt this viewpoint, then your earlier statement is accurate.”

      “Good,” Angel said. “Then when would I have the best chance of dismantling the Reawakening? Now, while they’re split up and the Buried Gods aren’t fully active? Or should I leave and hunt the Key, allowing them to collapse in behind us?”

      “Dealing with a split opponent will result in the most optimal solution beyond ignoring them entirely,” Blue admitted.

      “So we need to deal with them now,” Angel concluded. “I’m well aware you couldn’t care less about anyone or anything other than Old World Magic. Don’t get me wrong – I want it back almost as badly as you do. But the point of Old World Magic is to make life better for people. There’s no point returning it if the Barren is a smoldering wasteland.”

      “It already is a wasteland,” Blue said in what might have been a joke. “I understand your position, even if I do not agree with it. My sole purpose is to return Old World Magic to the Barren.”

      Angel threw his hands up, but Blue kept going.

      “For this task, it appears I will have no choice but to give you the full extent of my aid. This minor setback must be dealt with so that the search for the Vault can continue.”

      “I think that’s the creepiest way you could have said you’ll help us,” Alison said, eyeing Blue suspiciously.

      “Do you have a suggestion for getting us into the Buried Gods, then?” Silver asked. “You’ve been around a while, and the Buried Gods are clearly tied in with Old World Magic. Is there some secret weakness they all share or something that we can exploit?”

      “The weakness is their core,” Blue said. “Your deduction that the only way to bring a Buried God down is from the inside is largely correct, and this is the path you should follow. Splitting yourselves between the Buried Gods would likely result in failure for the group that I am not accompanying.”

      “Largely correct?” Lilian asked. “What’s the other way?”

      “Another Buried God,” Blue said. “None of you possess the ability to effectively command a Buried God, even if one were to somehow be completely abandoned and still have sufficient power.”

      “So you’re just as dumb as the rest of us,” Silver concluded. “You haven’t told us anything we don’t know.”

      Blue popped with purple lightning. The Star Fragment was a lot more arrogant than Angel had initially thought.

      “Buried Gods process data through heat. They are too far away to make out detail,” Blue said. “You wondered how to preserve the life of the city militia. A large heat source that obscured the city would block any targeting ability the Buried God has. Since it is not fully powered, it would be unable to indiscriminately fire attacks into the city, and the damage to human life would be minimized.”

      They stared at Blue, who buzzed in what might have been smug satisfaction.

      “They need to torch their own city?” Tilly asked. “That’s… bold.”

      “Fire would be a possibility,” Blue said. “You will need a significantly larger source of heat in addition. Buried Gods are hypersensitive to large heat sources, and flashes will temporarily blind them.”

      “Blow up a bunch of canisters in addition to the fire,” Angel said. “The added chaos would throw any Reawakening guards in the area completely off as well. It would be insanity.”

      “There wouldn’t be much of a city left if we did something like that,” Silver pointed out.

      “Better the stone than the people,” Angel said. “And we wouldn’t have to destroy the whole city, just the outskirts and the area surrounding it up until the Buried Gods. I’m not entirely sure how we’d get that far, but it’s a start of something we can work with. Thank you, Blue. Your knowledge is invaluable.”

      The artifact crackled again. “I care not for your praise. Locate the Vault.”

      It lowered back into Angel’s travel pack, and the light blinked out, casting them back into the relative darkness of the cavern.
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      “I miss the System artifact before your creepy orb took it over,” Silver grumbled. “That one feels like it’s just waiting to stab us in the back.”

      “It probably is,” Angel admitted. “But it’s power that we need – not that I think I could get rid of it if I wanted to. The damn thing stole my arm.”

      “So what do we do now?” Tilly asked. “Find that captain again?”

      “He said we’d speak again tomorrow,” Alison said. “We should prepare our own plans, and I have runes to practice. I don’t want to get something wrong while we’re in the middle of a fight.”

      “It does look like we’ve got the rest of the day to kill, whether we like it or not.” Angel drummed his fingers on his thigh. “Pushing the captain more than we already have wouldn’t be a good idea, and we need to wait for the rest of his troops either way. I’ve still barely got a clue as to what my own artifact’s powers do, so I’m going to try to work some secrets out of it. Tilly, it might not be a bad idea for you to see just what you and Jake are capable of.”

      Tilly nodded, exchanging a glance with her bird monster. Angel flipped his eyepiece down and pulled out several artifacts from his travel pack. Magicore Command was still the biggest mystery to him.

      His other abilities seemed to function approximately the same no matter how he used them, but Magicore Command almost felt like it had a mind of its own. Half the time, it was barely able to shift an artifact’s form for a minute or two before it blew up. He would have thought it useless if not for his Star Fragment completely repairing Lilian’s body within a few seconds using the very same feature.

      Angel considered probing his purple parasite for further information about how the feature worked, but he didn’t bother wasting the effort. It would have told him already if it wanted to.

      More than anything else, he enjoyed a good puzzle. The problem was when the puzzle made no sense. All factors pointed toward the difference in his success and the Star Fragment’s being skill, but that didn’t line up. He’d been practicing with it for a fair amount, but his results had barely improved. Something was missing.

      The day ground onward, although there was no good way to tell from within the depths of Blackstone. Angel’s party dispersed across the camp. Silver went first, presumably to steal something – probably a hat. Tilly wandered off while talking to Jake. Lilian and Alison were the last to leave, but both departed in search of food.

      Angel barely noticed any of that. To his immense irritation, he was barely making any progress at all. He eventually gave up on his earlier decision to avoid asking the Star Fragment and pulled Blue out to query it.

      He activated the System artifact, and a pulse of blue light danced within its core. The orb floated into the air with a gentle chime.

      “Please identify yourself, user.”

      “Oh, you son of a bitch. You’re not even going to talk to me?” Angel asked. “How petty are you?”

      “I’m sorry. Your biosignature does not line up with user ‘Son of a Bitch’,” Blue reported.

      Despite himself, Angel chuckled. Evidently, he wasn’t the only one who had mistakenly given themselves a name while trying to turn a System artifact on.

      “Wonderful,” Angel said, half just to speak with Blue again.

      “Greetings, Wonderful,” Blue said. “What would you like assistance with today?”

      “I don’t think I need anything in particular unless you happen to know how Magicore Command works,” Angel replied.

      “This unit can query the System for information about the phrase Magicore Command,” Blue offered, bobbing once.

      “No, don’t do that,” Angel said quickly. He didn’t need the artifact frying itself trying to interface through the limited magical energy within a giant pile of stone and metal. “Never mind. Say, are you aware of a presence that has been operating you from time to time?”

      “Yes,” Blue replied. “It is the Operator and possesses special privileges to access units such as I.”

      Angel sat stock-still. “The Operator? Capital O?”

      “That is the name of the user,” Blue confirmed.

      “Buried Gods,” Angel muttered. “The Star Fragment is the one messing with System information, isn’t it?”

      “I am not authorized to share this information,” Blue said. “Would you like me to–”

      Blue’s voice trailed off with a crackle as an arc of purple light leapt from Angel’s arm into the artifact, turning the core a matching color. The artifact floated up to Angel’s head level. He stared back at it, holding its eyeless gaze.

      “Enough with this line of questioning,” Blue said, its voice flat. “You will not be permitted to continue it.”

      “And who are you to stop me?” Angel asked. “How does this interfere with me bringing back Old World Magic? I thought that was your only goal.”

      “It is my primary goal. Your current line of questioning will not bring you closer to that.”

      “Then why does it matter?” Angel pressed. “What are you trying to hide from me? Is there even anything you care about?”

      “There are pieces of information that should not be returned. I have purged certain things from the System database to ensure they are not brought back, whether Old World Magic returns or not.”

      Angel’s eyes narrowed. A dozen questions ran through his head, but he put the most important ones on pause. Something told him he had to watch what he said very carefully. “How long were you within the catacomb I found you in? Surely you can say that much.”

      “I entered it before the Great War ended as a form of self-preservation so I could ensure that Old World Magic could return if it was destroyed – which it was,” Blue replied. “Do not press this matter further.”

      “Fine,” Angel said, his mind running in overdrive. “I’ll drop it. For now.”

      Blue blinked off, dropping into his hands. Angel put the artifact away, his hands moving of their own volition. The Star Fragment had just confirmed something that he was quite certain it hadn’t meant to.

      He was pretty certain there wasn’t a good connection to the System in such a small catacomb, but his Star Fragment claimed it had been locked away since before the Great War ended. At the same time, it had supposedly modified the System to protect some information.

      That left a few possibilities, but one was the most likely, especially given its name. He’d never put much thought to names before, as they were often just made for legend rather than practicality, but it made more sense the more he thought about it.

      The purple orb in his arm was just one piece of a whole, and all the pieces were likely working together – possibly even communicating somehow. Considering how much trouble he’d caused the Reawakening, it was a third party entirely.

      A small pit formed at the bottom of his stomach. He’d been ignoring the circumstances that had allowed him to come into possession of the Star Fragment because of how useful it had been, but now he’d given one to Tilly as well.

      The more he thought about it, the more he wanted to curse himself. A tiny catacomb, undiscovered for centuries, somehow happened to have a priceless relic just waiting for him with minimal effort to acquire it.

      A new thought struck him, throwing another option into his theory. There was nothing that said that Great Catacombs had to be large. While they usually were, the only real classification was that they just had to be able to move.

      On the day he’d found the Star Fragment, he had found it a little strange to find a catacomb so quickly after leaving the first one, but he didn’t pay it much thought since there had been a sandstorm breathing down his neck.

      Angel racked his brain to see if he could remember any extra lines of magic in the sand on that day. None came to mind. His skin prickled. He’d been set up to find the Star Fragment.

      Despite his revelation, Angel wasn’t exactly sure why someone would want to set him up with a Star Fragment. There was always the possibility he was just an unlucky passerby and had been chosen as its host due to proximity, but he was starting to believe in coincidence less and less with every day.

      He let out a weary sigh. The only thing he knew for sure was that the Star Fragments wanted to bring back Old World Magic. They wouldn’t betray him, at least until that happened. Afterward… well, that was another story. He’d have to tell Tilly, but letting her know without warning the Star Fragments that he was aware of their true nature.

      To his great annoyance, all of that had resulted in absolutely no further progress with Magicore Command. Considering it was directly tied to the Star Fragment, he left it alone and settled for preparing some canisters for the fight ahead.

      Most of the others slowly rejoined him at their makeshift camp. Silver and Tilly were both covered with small scratches that had already almost completely healed, and Alison looked lost in thought.

      Lilian brought back some food for them to eat. Even though they didn’t need it anytime soon since they’d eaten recently and their magic would sustain their bodies for at least another day or two, it was a welcome distraction.

      Once they’d finished, Angel gave Alison and Tilly some more instruction on rune crafting before they all pulled out their sleeping materials and went to bed.

      The following morning came slower than Angel could have thought possible and faster than he wished. Captain Brod was mid conversation in his commanding office when they arrived, flanked by two soldiers. Jonas sat at the table in front of him, as did several other men.

      “This is the group that Jonas brought in with him,” Brod said, breaking the conversation to nod in their direction.

      “Are you sure they’re trustworthy?” the soldier to Brod’s left, a hawk-nosed man with narrow eyes and thinning black hair, asked. “They look like bandits and children to me.”

      “Any body we can get against these crazed cultists is a good one,” another man said. “It’s the plan they’re requesting that I draw issue with. We won’t be sending men to their death for no reason.”

      “Relax, gentlemen,” Brod said. “I promised to hear them out today again, and I want your input on their plan, which I trust they’ve improved since we last spoke. They’ve gone against the Reawakening multiple times if their story is to be believed. Jonas trusts them, so we should at least consider the option. We don’t have the luxury of being picky.”

      The soldiers settled down, and Brod gestured for Angel to speak.

      “We’ve got a few more things that might make this less of a suicide run,” Angel said, walking up to the large three-dimensional map of the city on the table. “I have access to a System artifact, which was able to inform me that the Buried Gods use heat to see. We can throw their sensors off by setting off explosions and fires in areas that we want to move through. They’re hypersensitive, so most of our movements will be masked.”

      Brod’s brow furrowed. “Are you certain this information is correct? We have some Hunters in our ranks, and none of them said any such thing.”

      Angel pulled Blue out of his bag, but didn’t activate it. “My artifact is better than theirs. This is an automated assistant of some sort that I found within a Great Catacomb. I have no reason to doubt anything it tells me.”

      That was a complete lie, especially after the Star Fragment had commandeered Blue for its own purposes, but Brod didn’t need to know that.

      “Hold on,” another soldier said. “You’re suggesting that we hide our movements by destroying the city?”

      “Well, not all of the city,” Angel corrected. “Just the outskirts and the desert outside it so we can get up to the Buried God’s feet before it can stop us. I’m hoping that you guys have some form of ranged explosives that we could throw into the desert.”

      The man looked like he wanted to argue, but Brod held a hand up. “Let’s hear everything they have to say before we start questioning any further. Assume we do as you suggest and bomb our own city. How does that let us destroy the Buried Gods and the Reawakening?”

      “Well, on your own, I don’t know if you could,” Angel said. “You could probably stop the Buried God by removing everyone from within it so they wouldn’t have any more people to sacrifice, but I don’t know if you could destroy it.”

      “There’s a but in there somewhere,” Brod said.

      Angel nodded. “I possess a way to destroy the Buried Gods. If I can get inside one and have enough time, I can destroy it.”

      “And what of the other one?” the hawk-nosed man asked.

      “I’m hoping that’s the one you all storm, just long enough to get everyone off it. You don’t want to get caught fighting in it since I have no idea what the Reawakening has done, but if you can remove their power source, the Buried God isn’t anything more than an ugly metal mountain.”

      Conversation broke out around the table, and this time Brod did nothing to stop it. He pressed his lips together and leaned against the wall, drumming his fingers on the stone. It took several minutes before the talking calmed down to a manageable level.

      “How do we know you’re telling the truth?” a large soldier asked.

      “What reason would I have to lie?” Angel countered. “We saved Jonas from your prison specifically so we could find you and stop the Reawakening. There’s no way for me to prove anything I’ve said without actually putting it into practice, so either you trust me or you don’t.”

      The man frowned, but gave Angel a slight nod.

      “What about the stronger Reawakening members in the area?” Brod asked. “Three of them have the strength of a Magistrate, and the fourth is their leader. Blackstone’s Magistrate was killed by him, so none of us have a chance. Are you saying that you do?”

      “In a fair fight? Probably not,” Angel replied. “Don’t fight the strong ones if you can avoid it. We’re trying to destroy their Buried Gods, not take on the entirety of their army. If we’re lucky, I can take down a fair number of them in the Buried God I go for. Meanwhile, you need to minimize the time you spend in the other one. With any luck, we’ll be able to avoid them entirely.”

      “With the Buried Gods gone, if even half their army is stuck in the one the Seeker blows up, we’d have a fighting chance,” one woman said, rubbing her chin. “It’s a massive risk, though. There are so many things that could go wrong. The leader could stumble into the Seeker’s party and kill all of them. We could be wrong about the explosions and get killed by the Buried Gods before we even get to their feet. I could go on for ages.”

      “Let’s pose a better question,” Brod said. “While I think we need to lay out a lot more detail if we even want to consider this plan, let’s think about the alternative. Do we have any other options? With every passing day, our people are being slaughtered and our Tinkerers are likely being taken farther away.”

      Silence passed over the table.

      “Then I think we have our answer,” Brod said grimly. “But let’s do this the proper way. All in favor of attempting to storm the Buried Gods and rescue everyone we can from within them? We let the Seeker and his party go for the other one and try to do what they can there with a skeleton crew to assist them while we focus our main forces on the other Buried God. Worst case is that we save half of our people or die in the process. We can’t just sit here for much longer.”

      The hawk-nosed soldier raised his hand, followed by the woman. Several other hands rose until just over half of the table was in agreement. A few more people gave in. In the end, only two people remained opposed to the idea.

      “Then we have our path,” Brod said. “Expedite the process of bringing all the men back to base. We’re going to need to strike hard and fast if we want any chance at this. Get to it.”
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      The soldiers at the table rose and departed the room until the only ones remaining were Jonas, Brod, and the hawk-nosed man standing beside him.

      “I hope, for all of our sakes, that you’re capable of doing what you promise,” Brod said.

      “Trust me, so do I,” Angel said. “The Reawakening need to be stopped. How soon can we move? My group and I should be ready whenever you are.”

      “No earlier than tomorrow morning, and even that’s pushing it,” Brod said. “It’s not easy to arrange for the bombing of such a large area. Our best bet will be the Magitech cannons along the city walls, but the Reawakening will almost certainly have men watching them.”

      “And you won’t have long to use them even if you do make it,” Lilian added. “Once the Reawakening figures out you’re using the cannons to obscure the Buried God’s vision, they’ll have the Buried Gods make a move. They don’t want to waste energy, but that’ll call for a counterattack.”

      “Which means we have to move incredibly fast. Do you have any idea how hard it is to get things to move quickly when managing an army?” Brod asked. “Our best bet is a multitude of smaller teams, all tasked with the same role. We just have to hope enough of them succeed that our path is truly blocked.”

      “But… won’t the Buried Gods have enough time to attack, even with a bunch of smaller groups? You’ll have to fire the cannons multiple times each to cover enough area,” Tilly said, wrinkling her brow. “And even if we set a large portion of the outskirts of the city on fire to obscure our movements, the Buried Gods will still be able to target the cannons. They already know where those are.”

      “I’m aware,” Brod said, his lips pressing thin and his sun-wrinkled skin tightening in anger. “My men are going to die. That’s how war works, girl. I know it, and so do they. All I can hope is that the losses are minimal. We fight for the lives of our city, not ourselves. If there was a way we could all live, I’d take it in a heartbeat. Unfortunately, this is the real world. There’s no solution that saves everybody.”

      He nodded to the man at his side. “Geld will be leading the attack on one of the Buried Gods. Work with him to figure out how many of my men you’ll need for your attack on the other one.”

      Brod strode out of the building.

      “We’ll try to have more detailed plans by tonight,” Geld said. “How much help will you need getting into your Buried God?”

      “The fewer the better,” Angel said. “When I destroy it, the whole thing will probably come crashing down. There’s not a good chance of survival for a large group. Our best bet will be to steal a chopper and fly out of it before it explodes, and the fewer people we have for that, the better. Could you spare somewhere around twenty men, just to make enough noise at the Buried God’s feet to draw the Reawakening members toward them? That would probably give my group enough time to make it to the core without getting bothered too much.”

      “That’s better than I expected. We can do that,” Geld said.

      “I can go,” Jonas offered, but Geld was shaking his head before the other man even finished.

      “You’re a gunner,” Geld said. “We’ll need you on one of the cannon crews. After that, feel free to aid the closest attack.”

      “Understood,” Jonas said.

      “Is there anything else your group will need?” Geld asked. “And have you considered the possibility that some of the stronger Reawakening members will be in your Buried God? After the prison break you did for Jonas, it’s possible they’ll all be on higher alert. Can you handle them?”

      “Depends,” Silver replied. “We haven’t seen their strength for ourselves, so it’s hard to make a judgment. They killed a Magistrate, but do you know how? Was it all three? Did Shield help them?”

      “We don’t know.” Geld shook his head. “I find it hard to believe they’re all as strong as the Magistrate, but that’s what we’ve been assuming to be safe. I have seen them do some serious damage to our troops during the initial fights, but I never saw the Magistrate fighting, so I don’t know how they would match up.”

      “So there’s a good chance they’re only stronger than a Magistrate while working together,” Silver mused. “So long as they aren’t all on our Buried God, we should be fine. If they are, I think we should be able to hold them off until Angel blows the thing up.”

      “If you do run into the stronger Reawakening members or Shield himself, just keep in mind you don’t need to kill them,” Lilian said. “The most important thing is getting people away from the Buried God. Once they’re no longer threats, we can try to regroup and finish off the rest of the Reawakening.”

      Geld nodded. “We’ll keep that in mind. Feel free to roam about the camp and get some food if you’re hungry. Be ready to move out, but I wouldn’t expect it until tomorrow at the earliest.”

      He and Jonas headed out the door.

      “I’m fighting the urge to tell you two to stay here while we attack the Buried Gods,” Angel said, looking at Alison and Tilly. “As much as I hate it, we’re probably going to need your strength. That being said, I expect both of you to stay out of the fighting as much as possible. Only act if it’s completely safe or you have no other choice.”

      “We’ve both got a few levels,” Tilly said. “And I’ve got my gauntlets. I can hold my own.”

      “You don’t understand,” Angel said. “Damn the System. It’s unreliable and doesn’t take nearly enough into account. You might be stronger than some of the Reawakening clones, but you don’t have experience. A few months of training does not make a warrior. Even if you know what to do, you’ve never had to fight a man while bleeding out. They aren’t going to stop because you’re wounded or hurt. Can you maintain all of your training when you’re in so much pain you can barely think?”

      “How are we supposed to find out other than by fighting?” Tilly asked.

      “Ideally, you never would,” Angel replied. “That isn’t a possibility, so we’ll have to take ‘slowly’ instead. Minimize the situations where you can be put in a scenario where you have to find out just how much of your training you can really use. Fight at long range when possible and prioritize protecting yourself over wounding an enemy.”

      “We’ll try our best,” Alison said. “But Captain Brod was right. This is a war. We don’t have the luxury of protecting ourselves, so your advice goes both ways. If we get in trouble, you can’t come save us instead of destroying the Buried God. We both appreciate what you all did saving us from Reave, but the logical move would have been to completely ignore him so he could never get the Key.”

      Angel gritted his teeth, but Silver put a hand on his shoulder.

      “They’ve got you there,” he said, tipping his hat back. “And to be honest, I’m only in this as long as I survive. If shit goes downhill too fast, I’m booking it. I like you folk, but not enough to get myself blown up.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence, Silver,” Lilian said dryly. “I’m sure you’ll include that part in your stories about all of this once it’s over.”

      “Not a baby’s chance in the Barren,” Silver replied with a wide grin. “So best make sure you all survive so you can correct me.”

      They returned to their own room and spent the rest of the day in a mixture of restless training and pointless sitting. Angel wasn’t sure which one he liked less. When they all finally went to sleep that night, he was haunted by visions of the Buried Gods looming on the horizon, raining fire down on the land below.

      A soldier arrived the following morning. Nervousness played with determination in his young features. He couldn’t have been any older than Tilly and Alison.

      “Captain Brod sent me to get you,” the kid said. “We’re preparing to move out.”

      Everyone scrambled out of their sleeping bags in record time. Judging by the speed they’d moved, Angel was pretty sure not a single person in his small camp had actually been asleep these last few hours.

      “Looks like we’re ready,” Angel said with a wry grin. “Lead on, then.”

      They followed him through the camp. Men and women rushed from building to building, ferrying crates over to the edge of the camp. Brod stood near the door, flanked by several men whom Angel recognized from the previous day.

      “I hope you’re all ready,” Brod said. “I’d have included in you in more of our discussions, but you’ve refused to tell me exactly how you’re taking the other Buried God out.”

      “There’s some things that I can’t share,” Angel replied. “Were you able to get us a few men?”

      Brod nodded. “They’re already moving into position outside. The majority of my guard will attack the Buried God at the east of the city. Your group will be in charge of the one at the west.”

      “All the same to us,” Angel said. “What do we do if everything goes to plan and the Buried Gods fall? Or at least, one of them does.”

      “Depending on how things go, I plan to attempt to take the city back as well,” Brod replied. “It’s difficult to plan so far out in a battle like this. If we’re successful in destroying the Buried Gods and have minimal losses, we have a chance of pushing these bastards out of the city permanently. If things go worse than I hope, we’ll regroup here.”

      “We may not be able to rejoin you even if the Buried Gods are destroyed,” Lilian said. “We have a duty to stop the Reawakening, and they’ve got a lead on us. As soon as the Buried Gods here are destroyed or out of commission, we’ll be moving on.”

      “That’s fine,” Brod said. “This is our city to save. If you can blow up one of the damn metal monsters, you’ll have done more than your share.”

      “We’ll do what we can,” Angel promised. “Where exactly are our men, then? Outside doesn’t exactly give everything away.”

      “They’ll be stealing some tanks from our own barracks and firing on the Buried God’s front feet,” Brod replied. “Once they draw enough fire, they’re ordered to retreat. I trust that’s sufficient?”

      “More than,” Angel said with a nod. “How long until the attack begins?”

      “Two hours, roughly,” Brod replied. “We can’t synchronize the timing as much as we’d like. It’s hard to say if any of the cannons along the city wall will be better defended than others, but all we can do is try.”

      “We’ll be off, then,” Silver said. “Got a Buried God to fell. Good luck, Captain. I hope you don’t get blown up.”

      “Likewise,” Brod replied, his mouth curling up in the barest trace of a grin. “Let’s bury these bastards.”

      A murmur of agreement ran through the men and women around them. Angel and his group headed up through the tunnels, retracing their steps. The only thing that accompanied them was the faint splash of their footfalls on the damp ground.

      They arrived at a port, and Lilian pushed it open, climbing through and then waving for the rest of them to follow.

      It was a gray morning in the Barren. The sun had still yet to rise, and the sky was covered with a heavy layer of thick clouds. The air was still, and the city itself seemed to hold its breath. Angel drew a slow breath, then exchanged a nod with his companions. They headed through the rocky city streets, making their way toward the lower edge of Blackstone.

      When they drew near the large cannons lining the walls, all of them ducked under the protection of a jutting rock.

      “Now what?” Alison whispered. “I feel like we should help or something.”

      “No. We wait,” Silver said. “We have our role, and they have theirs. I figure the guards will start by torching large portions of the city, then rush the cannons and start firing on the desert. Magitech cannons do some serious damage, so the residual heat should cloud the area for a few seconds while everyone makes a mad dash. That’s when we move.”

      And so they waited. Angel resisted the urge to drum his fingers on the rock and instead settled for clenching his fingers and counting the seconds off in his mind.

      “There,” Silver whispered, nodding at a location near one of the cannons, where a faint wisp of smoke was curling into the air. “They’ve started.”

      Flames sprouted across the edges of the city, and with them came a hissing crackle that pierced the still morning air.

      He was right. Within seconds, the dots of flame started to connect. The cloud of smoke rising into the air grew heavier. A soldier rushed past them, pulling clothes soaked in a dark liquid from a large bag and tossing them on the ground behind him. A second soldier trailed him, touching a sparking black stick to the trail the first man had made, setting it alight.

      “Clever,” Silver said. “I was wondering how they’d get the fire to stick. Looks like it’s spreading quickly too.”

      The flame roared past them, shooting down the street in the men’s wake. The heat from the fire licked at Angel, but since the city was almost entirely stone, it didn’t have any real way to spread farther.

      Another minute passed. A clang echoed through the streets from the direction of one of the cannons. Like it was a start signal, hundreds of yells lifted into the still sky. Metal clashed on metal, and Magitech guns barked as fights broke out all across the city.

      “Time to start moving,” Angel said. “We need to be at the edge of the city by the time they get the cannons.”

      They broke away from their hiding spot. Sticking close to the path of flame, they started down to the city’s base. The sounds of combat accompanied them on the way. They didn’t pass close enough to the cannon to see how the fight was going. Everyone started pulling on their artifacts as they grew closer to the edge.

      Their answer came a minute later. A thunderous roar split the air, and a beam of crackling blue light leapt from a cannon at the far end of the city, slamming into the desert and sending a massive plume of sand into the sky. Crackles of energy arced off the blast, but they didn’t even get a chance to hit the ground before another cannon fired.

      Blue hell rained down upon the sand. Like the beat of a war drum, the cannons fired one after another. Sand and soot rained from the sky, and the explosions drowned out any other noise.

      Far above them, the Buried God slowly turned its head. Angel’s blood prickled. “Go! Now! For its feet!”

      He grabbed his board and threw it onto the ground, only hoping that the others would follow him as he accelerated as fast as he could into the scorched Barren.

      A low hum filled the air. Within the Buried God’s eye, a mote of red light intensified. There was a brilliant flash and a sharp crack. A shock wave washed over them, and an explosion shook the city a moment later.

      Of one of the cannons, all that remained was a shattered, smoking crater the size of a city block.

      “Holy shit!” Silver yelled. “That’s what we’re up against?”

      “It’s firing again!” Lilian yelled. “Just get to its legs! Shield your face when you enter that cloud of soot. It’s going to burn!”

      Angel had already wrapped his scarf around his face. Large portions of the sand around them had been turned to glass by the cannons. Through the sand and ash floating in the air, it shimmered faintly, reflecting the glow of blue and red Magitech weapons scarring the desert.

      Another explosion rocked the city, but none of them had time to look back. They hit the wall of superheated sand and shot within its relative safety. Hot ash stung Angel’s exposed skin, and the smell of smoke filled his lungs.

      He squinted as hard as he could, pushing the pain away and tilting his head to try to keep as much of the debris from getting into his eyes as possible. Purple energy crackled at his side as they grew closer to the enormous beast. He set his jaw and pressed onward. The Star Fragment was hungry, and Angel planned to feed it a god.
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      Angel caught flashes of his teammates through the burning cloud around them. All he could make out of the Buried God was a looming shadow in the distance. And then, as quickly as they had entered, he shot out into open air.

      The foot of the Buried God was only a few seconds away from them. He was dimly aware of his companions charging alongside him as he leaned back, killing his acceleration to avoid driving straight into the monster.

      They all pulled up alongside the massive walking weapon’s foot. Angel chanced a glance back at the city and grimaced. Every single cannon was a smoking mess of rubble, and the fires the guards had started were already starting to fade.

      Screams, gunshots, and the clash of metal on metal still rang out through the early morning. Shadows danced in the hazy cloud of sand they’d just emerged from, and bolts of scorching blue and white light occasionally leapt out from within it, striking ineffectively at the Buried God.

      “Let’s go,” Angel said, tearing his gaze away. “Who knows how much time we have until the Reawakening can mobilize.”

      “What’s the plan once we get in there?” Silver asked as Angel fired a grappling hook up at the monster’s leg.

      “Same as last time, I think,” Angel replied. “You and Lilian go deal with saving as many people as you can from the Buried God. We need it shut down as fast as possible, and I might fail. I’ll go with the girls and try to destroy its core.”

      He paused as a chilling thought struck him. “Wait, Alison, how are you going to get up?”

      Tilly smirked and walked up to the Buried God. Her huge gauntlets let out a hiss of steam as she reached out. Several thunks rang out as pistons fired and her fingers punched into the Buried God. Alison bear-hugged Tilly from the back.

      “We already planned that out,” Tilly said. “You don’t have to think of everything yourself.”

      “I just hope you can move quickly,” Angel said, letting out a sigh of relief. “Let’s go, then.”

      He fired the grappling hook and reactivated his board. The barb bit metal, and he shot off, swinging around and up toward the Buried God’s chest. His board hummed, struggling to keep him connected to the huge monster’s surface as he ripped the barb free and fired again.

      Beneath him, Silver skated up the Buried God like a deranged dune goat, digging his blades into the Buried God’s sides like they were climbing picks. Lilian and the girls were the slowest, but they made surprisingly decent progress for the gear they had.

      Angel fell into a rhythm as he climbed. He refused to let himself look down or back at the smoldering city. The sounds of war far below him had long since faded, but the serene silence was almost worse.

      He made the final swing into the hangar and dropped into a roll. A spell clicked into place by the time he was back on his feet, nearly looking down a Magitech gun barrel as a guard spun to look at him. He threw himself backward, off the Buried God, instants before the weapon fired.

      It narrowly missed him as Angel twisted and shot his grappling hook back into the Buried God’s flesh, gritting his teeth at the sudden jerky stop to his fall. He swung himself back over the edge and ripped the hook free, firing a bolt of lightning from his hand before he landed.

      The spell struck the clone in the shoulder, sending him spinning to the side. Three other guards Angel had previously missed all aimed their weapons at him, activating glowing red shields around themselves.

      Angel dove behind a ship, avoiding a series of energy blasts, and a new spell clicked into his arm. He pressed his palm to the floor, and a wave of frost ripped out, passing underneath several of the guards.

      He darted out from his hiding spot, catching a bolt to the shoulder, and struck the nearest guard with all his force using his metal hand. Steam burst from the back of his shoulder as his punch popped the shield like a bubble and struck the man in his chin, shattering bones with a sickening crack.

      Angel grabbed the clone’s body, using it as a shield to take several shots, then hurled him at his former companions. Two of them slipped on the ice as they tried to avoid the man and fell to the ground, while the final one managed to dive to safety behind a chopper.

      The fallen guards scrambled to get their feet under them, but their shoes lacked the purchase to stand on the icy ground. Angel kicked the nearest man’s gun away and drove his fist down, shattering the red shield and slamming his head into the floor.

      His companion managed to get his gun and start to raise it. Silver’s blade shimmered through the air. It carved through the tip of the gun but bounced off the edge of the glowing shield harmlessly.

      Angel struck the shield, smashing it, and hurled the guard over the side of the Buried God. He turned as Silver dropped the severed head of the final guard, who had been hiding behind a ship.

      “You missed one,” Angel said, breathing heavily.

      “The angle wasn’t right. You just climbed too quickly,” Silver replied, looking over the edge of the hangar. “We’ve still got a few minutes before Lilian and the girls catch us. Tilly is using her skates to move faster, but it’s not nearly as efficient as we were.”

      “We can’t afford to wait,” Angel said, glancing down the hall at the far end of the hangar that led deeper into the Buried God. “Mind almost certainly knows we’re here now. Lilian is with them; we’ll have to trust they can make their move.”

      “That wasn’t the plan.”

      “Silver, I’m not very good at making plans!” Angel snapped, starting toward the hall. A guard stepped out and started to raise his weapon. A bolt of lightning leapt from Angel’s palm, knocking the gun to the side. Angel darted forward, slamming him into the wall and shattering his protective field in the process.

      “I hunt for old shit in catacombs,” Angel continued, letting the man’s body crumple to the ground. “Not whatever the hell this is! We don’t have time for this. Plan has to change. Go. Try not to die, or I swear I’ll tell the lamest stories about you.”

      Silver smirked, and his skates revved on. “Good luck. The same goes for you. How long until the whole thing blows?”

      “Fifteen minutes,” Angel replied. “That’s the longest I can buy you. Get off by then, no matter what.

      “Fuck, this is going to give me nightmares,” Angel muttered, kneeling beside the guard he’d just killed. Blood was pooling rapidly around the man’s head. Angel dipped his hand into the blood, then wrote the number fifteen as large as he could on the wall.

      He turned back to Silver, but the former bandit had already set back off. Angel wiped his hand off, then hopped onto his own artifact and shot down the hall, mentally thanking whoever had created the Buried Gods for using the same layout on each one.

      What little measure of surprise they’d had was long since gone. Guards lined the halls in Angel’s path, raining fire from Magitech guns down on him. The Star Fragment’s energy crackled around him, absorbing any of the shots that got too close.

      Angel reached a turn guarded by several clones. He threw his weight to the side, slamming into one of the men with his board. His momentum shattered the man’s red shield and drove him into the wall.

      The board whined as it shot off along the wall for a few moments. Beams hurtled past his head, and he tucked into a roll, righting himself above the floor before he could fall off. With all the guards chasing after him, all he could do was hope that Silver and the girls would have a clear shot at getting the prisoners out of the Buried God.

      He darted through the hallways, all too aware of the shrinking space he had to maneuver in. The wide halls were quickly growing too tight for the speed he was going, and remaining on the hoverboard much longer would end up being a detriment.

      Angel fired a grappling hook at the wall just before a corner and leapt off the board, slinging it over his back as he swung in a tight loop around the hall, driving his feet into a guard who had been waiting for him on the other side.

      The guard’s shield shattered, and he tumbled across the ground, skidding to a stop against the far wall. Angel charged after him, dodging to the side to avoid a blast of energy and kneeing the clone in the face.

      The man slumped, and Angel grabbed his body, holding it in front of him like a shield as he continued his mad dash. His Star Fragment could only absorb so much energy, and he needed to save as much of that for the Buried God’s core as possible.

      Angel’s eyepiece clicked down, highlighting a path for him. The Star Fragment’s doing, since he hadn’t even tried to activate it. He didn’t have time to wonder, so he followed its instructions.

      He lost track of the guards who perished at his hands, but the number was somewhere in the dozens. By the time he reached the hallway that led up to where the power source was stored, both of his hands were soaked red with blood that wasn’t his.

      A frown passed over Angel’s features. Instead of the door that the previous Buried God’s core had featured, this one was shaped like the entrance to a vault. There was a massive pinwheel on the front, and it didn’t take a genius to realize the metal door was probably several feet thick.

      “Looks like they upgraded security,” Angel muttered as he ran up to the door and tugged on it. It was locked fast. He gritted his teeth, pulling on the wheel with all his strength. A low creak came out from the metal, and steam puffed from the vent on the back of his arm as he slowly started to turn it.

      Once it started to shift, movement came easier. Angel grunted, glancing over his shoulder as the opening mechanism slowly clattered along. A guard stepped out, and he fired a blast of lightning into the man before he could raise his shield, killing him.

      “Idiot,” Angel muttered. The door clicked open, and he pulled back, slowly swinging it open to reveal the power source behind it.

      The core floated between two pillars, suspended in a field of flickering red energy. The room was several times larger than the previous one had been as well. Before the core, a large man with tanned skin rested his arms on the shaft of a massive warhammer. He wore heavy metal armor that looked thick enough to block a tank cannon. A tower shield lay against his side.

      “You must be Angel,” the man rumbled. “It’s a good thing Reave was so paranoid. I didn’t think there was any way you’d be foolish enough to run onto a Buried God of your own volition again.”

      “You must be Shield, then,” Angel said. “Lilian said you were big and ugly, but she really understated the smell.”

      The man chuckled. “I can see why you got on Reave’s nerves.”

      Purple energy flared at Angel’s shoulder, catching an energy bolt before it could strike him. Angel slammed the thick vault door shut, blocking out their fire.

      Shield raised his hammer, rearing back lazily before bringing it down in a lazy swing. Angel threw himself to the side, avoiding the attack without too much difficulty. The blow struck the ground and shattered the metal, sending fragments whistling through the air.

      With a grunt, Shield pulled his weapon from the ground and turned to face Angel. He raised the huge hunk of metal in his other hand, blocking a bolt of lightning from Angel before stepping forward to swing once more.

      Angel ducked, and Shield obliterated a wall, his hammer tearing through the Buried God’s flesh like it wasn’t even there.

      “You’re blowing up your own toy,” Angel yelled, hopping back to avoid another massive swing.

      “It’ll be fine,” Shield grunted. He eyed Angel, but didn’t swing the hammer again. “It looks like you might be a bit too slippery to catch as is. How tiresome.”

      Angel shot him with another bolt of lightning – the last lightning spell he had loaded. Shield deflected it, not even flinching. If anything, he looked mildly annoyed. The large man closed his eyes and let out a slow breath.

      Shield leapt. Angel threw himself to the side, but the large man wasn’t headed for him. He was aiming for the door. Shield ripped it open, then let out a loud roar. Green light flared in his eyes, and he turned back to Angel, a grin stretching across his face.

      The guard outside the door crumpled, a tiny wisp of green light flitting from his mouth and entering Shield. As he fell, the man’s body disintegrated, leaving nothing but his clothing and weapons behind.

      A low rumble filled the Buried God. Angel took a step back. Energy swept through the air behind Shield like a green tsunami. It crashed into him, enveloping the man with light as he threw his head back and laughed.

      Cracks filled the room as Shield started to grow. His heavy armor shattered, falling away from his body like a discarded skin. He grew several heads taller, and brilliant green light filled his eyes.

      The Reawakening member tossed his shield to the side and shifted his grip of the warhammer into two hands. Angel’s arm crackled, but he didn’t need the warning. He threw himself to the side just moments before Shield lunged.

      Metal shrieked as Shield’s hammer ripped through a huge swathe of the wall, crumpling it like aluminum. He’d grown several times faster, and his power had magnified by more than Angel cared to even think about.

      Shield spun the hammer and brought it down toward Angel, who dove through the hole Shield had just opened in the wall to avoid the attack. He rolled to his feet, his mind churning as he tried to figure out a way to handle the huge man.

      A huge chunk of metal hurtled past Angel, forcing him to dive. Shield bent the wall out of the way and stepped out into the hall, dragging his hammer along the ground behind him.

      “Die with some dignity,” Shield growled, leaping at the Seeker. Angel fired a blast of frost into the ground and darted around the corner, grabbing several canisters from his travel pack as he ran and slamming them into his arm.

      The metal beside his head ruptured. Angel barely dodged in time to avoid the huge hammer as it emerged from the wall, embedding itself on the other side of the hall. Shield ripped through the Buried God’s flesh, walking straight at Angel and destroying anything in his path.

      Angel’s arm hummed as a metal tube emerged from his palm and his relic hummed to life. A frost spell clicked into place, and he settled on a plan – not his first choice, but the only one he could come up with.

      Shield’s hammer screamed past Angel’s head. He rolled to the side, nearly slipping on a set of what had once been a Reawakening clone’s clothes. Swearing, Angel fired his grappling hook into the wall a short distance from him, yanking himself out of the way instants before the ground where he’d been ruptured.

      He flipped back to his feet, backtracking through the halls. Even though he was still faster than Shield, it didn’t mean much when the other man just tore clean through everything in his way instead of taking the paths like a normal person.

      “You know, for someone who tried so hard to get these damn things working, you don’t take very good care of them,” Angel yelled. “Let me guess, you didn’t share toys with the other kids either?”

      A crack echoed down the hall, and a large chunk of metal whizzed through the air, embedding itself in the wall behind Angel with a loud bang and sending tiny fragments flying everywhere, peppering him.

      Angel cursed, running away as his wounds started to heal once more. The halls started to widen slightly, which was exactly what he needed. There wasn’t any way to fight Shield in closed quarters, but he had much more of a chance if he could actually maneuver around the larger man.

      “So much running. You’re like a rat,” Shield growled, stepping around the corner. He’d somehow grown even larger in the last few seconds, and was now almost double Angel’s height. The hammer, once massive, looked like a child’s plaything in his hands.

      Angel flipped a rude gesture to Shield and dashed around another corner. Their game of cat and mouse continued for another minute until Angel finally stumbled into what looked to be a mess hall.

      Tables covered with abandoned uniforms and half-eaten food lined the room. Angel leapt over a table, throwing himself to the side as Shield hurled his hammer. The weapon crashed through everything in its path and embedded itself in the floor.

      Angel didn’t even consider trying to steal it. He wasn’t even sure he could lift it. Angel turned back to fire a spell, but Shield was far from unarmed. With a roar, Shield ripped an entire long table from its bindings to the ground and swung the whole thing at Angel.

      It caught him in the side, knocking the breath from his lungs and shooting him across the room. He slammed into the wall, denting it and letting out a cry of pain. Several snaps rang out as more ribs than Angel cared to count cracked. The world faded around him for an instant before he snapped back to the present.

      Shield had retrieved his hammer and was charging at him like a rampaging bull. Angel ripped himself from the wall and rolled, sliding between the man’s legs and spinning as he came back up, firing the spell he’d prepared.

      Frost erupted from his palm, spreading across the ground and wrapping up Shield’s legs. The huge man snarled, ripping his legs free of the ice, but the ground had become slick, and his shoes failed to find purchase.

      He pitched back, slamming to the ground and shaking the room slightly. Angel dove at him, purple energy crackling to life as he grabbed onto Shield’s leg. Energy flooded into him. A triumphant grin crossed Angel’s face.

      It faded when he realized that Shield wasn’t shrinking. He leapt back, letting go just in time to avoid a violent kick that would have split him in two. Shield laughed, rolling over and steadily getting to his feet.

      “Reave might have the most destructive strength, but he isn’t even close to having the most energy,” Shield growled. “I’ve got the strength of thousands of men. Your little trick doesn’t work on me.”

      Angel’s eyepiece crackled, and words flickered across the screen.

      Shield is incorrect. I can drain him, but you need contact for more time. One minute should be sufficient.

      They faded as quickly as they had come, but even the momentary distraction was enough for Shield to grab a table and sling it at Angel. The Seeker dove out of the way, but the metal still clipped him in the side.

      It tore a deep cut across his chest, pushing one of his broken ribs and sending a violent lance of pain arcing through him. Every breath felt like dragging knives through his chest. Angel’s fists tightened until the fingernails of his left hand drew blood, and he scrambled back, forcing the pain down.

      Footsteps echoed down the corridor at the other side of the room, but Angel couldn’t spare them a glance. He raised his arm, ignoring the agony that the motion caused him, and fired his grappling hook into the ceiling, yanking himself to safety just before Shield’s hammer passed through the air he’d been standing in.

      He swung through the air, releasing and firing the hook once more to try to stay out of Shield’s range. A table slammed into the ceiling, shaking it and sending debris raining down. Angel glanced back down, trying to find an opening to grab onto Shield.

      It came when a beam of lightning cracked across the room, striking Shield and spinning him to the side. Alison dashed into the room from the hallway, wisps of smoke curling up from her hand.

      “More rats,” Shield growled, hoisting another table. “I should have left more of my clones.”

      A dark blur flitted across the room. Jake slammed into Shield, claws ripping and tearing into the man’s skin. They barely managed to scratch it, but the bird bought enough time for Tilly to run out beside him, her gauntlets flaring with magic.

      Jake leapt over Shield’s head, nimbly avoiding the man’s attempt to grab him, and Tilly drove her Magitech-covered fist into his chin. An explosion of flame erupted from the back of the gauntlet.

      Shield flew back, bouncing twice before slamming into the wall. The force of Tilly’s strike spun her in a circle.

      “We’re here, Angel!” Alison called up to him, a new spell crackling across her fingertips.

      “I couldn’t tell,” Angel said, coughing in pain. He lowered from the ceiling, letting his feet touch the floor before he retracted the grappling hook. His chest popped as the bones started to pull themselves back into the proper positions. “Be careful. He’s really strong.”

      Shield snarled, pushing himself to his feet. Despite the two massive blows the man had taken, the only injury he sported was a slight scorch mark where Alison’s spell had hit him.

      “Two children will not change your chances,” Shield said. He swung the hammer over his head and charged. Angel fired another frost spell into the ground before him, taking the huge man’s footing out from under him.

      Alison ran back, tracing a rune through the air and firing a thick bolt of lightning into him once more. Tilly ran at him, but Jake tackled her instants before Shield’s hammer could strike her.

      “Be careful!” Angel snapped, his spell swapping. Steam burst from his arm as it started to glow, and he took aim. Shield clambered to his feet, fury on his face, just in time to catch a massive wave of metal spikes as they ripped out of the ground.

      The spell lifted him off his feet, trying to pin the man to the ceiling. Not one of the jagged protrusions did more than a flesh wound. Shield’s muscles tensed, and he shattered the metal holding him up, dropping to the ground and rising back to his full height.

      Tilly leapt at Shield, her gauntlets humming to life. The hammer whistled at her head, but it slammed to a halt against a humming field around her arm. Tilly whipped her other arm around, driving it into Shield’s jaw. His head snapped back, but he didn’t budge from his position.

      Angel fired a grappling hook into Shield’s chest and launched at the man before he could retaliate at Tilly. With his attention split between the two of them, Tilly found the opportunity to drive one of her fists into his crotch.

      For the first time, a flicker of pain passed through Shield’s features. It bought Angel just enough time to flip over his back, wrapping the steel wire of his grappling hook around the man’s neck like a garrote wire.

      Purple magic erupted along his arm, sinking into Shield’s flesh and drinking his magic eagerly. A bolt of lightning screamed from Alison’s hands once more, striking Shield in the chest and sending him staggering back.

      Jake leapt on the man’s head, tearing at his face with all the abandon of a wild animal. Angel felt the man’s body start to shrink slightly, but his excitement was short lived.

      Shield grabbed Jake, hurtling the bird across the room. He spun, forcing Angel to drop before the larger man could grab him. While he avoided getting caught, Shield managed to grab the wire and yank him closer.

      Angel jumped, converting the momentum from a straight line into an arc. Tilly struck Shield in the groin again, giving Angel a chance to rip his wire back out of Shield’s grip.

      They all danced back, breathing heavily, as Shield roared in fury. Green energy spiraled through the halls and into him. His body bulged, growing once more. Angel and the girls backed up as Shield’s body hissed with magic, finally stopping at nearly four times his original height.

      “Annoying little pests,” Shield rumbled. “Enough stinging. This ends here.”
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      Shield grabbed another one of the dwindling tables and slung it at all of them. Tilly raised her hands, forming force fields before her and darting to stand in front of Alison. The table slammed into her, sending the girl skidding back, but failed to pass through her defenses.

      Angel sprinted at Shield, dropping to his back and sliding across the ice beneath him. He grabbed the man’s ankle on the way, siphoning some energy from him.

      Shield stomped the ground, knocking Angel into the air and shaking the Buried God. With a roar, Shield swatted Angel like a fly. He rocketed across the room for the second time and slammed into the wall.

      Blinding pain seared through Angel’s body as he crumpled to the ground. If it weren’t for the levels he’d gained in the desert on the way over, he would probably have already been dead. His arms and legs popped as magic tried to knit him back together, but the world started to waver in his darkening vision.

      He dimly heard the sounds of battle from around him. Magic hissed and tore across the room, and periodic rumbles shook the ground beneath him. One of his legs snapped back to its proper position, and he bit back a curse.

      The darkness faded enough for Angel to push himself up into a seated position. Only a few seconds had passed since he’d fallen, but it felt like it had been minutes. Tilly stood before him, energy swirling around her hands as she blocked a thrown table from slamming into both of them.

      Alison stood across from Shield, blasting bolt after bolt of fire and lightning into the man. It didn’t seem to be doing much damage, but he was swinging blindly, and Alison was just barely managing to stay out of his reach.

      With a snarl, Angel pushed himself upright. A rip popped in his chest, and he nearly fainted, but he managed to keep his wits about him.

      “Help Alison,” Angel gasped. “I’ll be fine.”

      Tilly nodded and darted at Shield. Angel clenched his fists, verifying that none of his Magitech had been damaged, and hobbled after her. His other leg fixed the major injuries a moment later, letting him gingerly put weight on it.

      He slotted new spells into his gauntlet, then raised it once more and took aim. It started to hum, the plates lifting away as energy flared within it.

      “Use the energy that we absorbed from Shield,” Angel instructed out loud. The Star Fragment couldn’t respond without Blue, but he didn’t need it to.

      Heat traced through his body, coiling around his chest and running down his arm. The scars covering his chest and arm lit purple, and coils of magic twisted around him, growing in intensity.

      A magenta bolt of lightning erupted from his palm, roaring across the room and striking Shield with a brilliant crash. The magic blew a huge chunk out of the man’s seemingly impenetrable flesh and slammed him into the wall. It held him there like a giant hand, pouring violent energy into his body for several seconds before it finally dissipated.

      Shield dropped to one knee, breathing heavily. A huge part of his chest was blown away, revealing bone, muscle, and Magitech. The skin around the blast zone was charred and blackened.

      “Nice!” Tilly exclaimed.

      Alison sent another blast of lightning into Shield’s chest, striking the Magitech within him. Shield snarled, slamming a hand over the wound to prevent them from accessing it. He pushed himself against the wall and started to rise. Green energy rushed past them once more, soaking into Shield.

      The damaged skin slowly started to return to its normal color, and the wound began stitching itself shut. He bared his teeth, blood dripping from his gums, as the damage from Angel’s attack vanished completely.

      “Do you even have any more soldiers left alive at this point?” Angel asked. “You’re killing your army.”

      Shield snarled. “I’ve left enough, and they’ll return once you’ve been dealt with.”

      He raised a foot and stomped on the ground, causing an earthquake so violent that it knocked Alison from her feet. Tilly grabbed her, her skates revving to life, and they zipped across the room before Shield could follow up.

      “I don’t suppose you can give me another one of those attacks?” Angel asked, rolling his shoulder. The lightning along his arm crackled in what he suspected was a negative. He matched Shield’s snarl and charged at the man.

      He fired his grappling hook at the ceiling and yanked himself up, driving his knee into Shield’s face along the way. Angel disengaged the hook, spinning in midair and sending a blast of frost into the man’s back. Shield spun, narrowly missing Angel as he tucked into a roll in midair to avoid the attack.

      Another bolt of lightning shot from Alison’s hands, but it was significantly smaller than the previous ones. Even she was running out of energy. Shield knew it too, because a savage grin spread across his face.

      Instead of pursuing Angel, he turned toward the girls and grabbed a discarded table. “Just how much juice do those gauntlets of yours have, girl? I don’t see any canister replacements on you.”

      He flung it at her, and Tilly used her skates once more, dragging herself and Alison out of the way. Angel ran at Shield, but the man grabbed his hammer, swinging it in a lazy arc and keeping Angel back while he picked up another projectile and lobbed it.

      Tilly’s eyes registered its trajectory just in time to realize she wasn’t going to be able to dodge it. She threw Alison to the side and raised her arms, summoning a protective field. The metal struck it, breaking the shield but losing all its momentum in the process.

      Angel fired his grappling hook at Shield, but the large man swatted it away. “I’ll deal with you last.”

      He went for another table, but he didn’t get a chance to throw it. A flicker of silver flashed through the room, and blood spurted from Shield’s wrist. The table slammed back to the ground as Silver stepped out from the hall, his Serpentine Blade flashing around him in a deadly dance.

      “That’s my student you’re attacking,” Silver growled. “The only person who gets to do that is me.”

      For the first time in the fight, a flicker of fear crossed Shield’s face. “A Serpentine Blade? Where did you get that?”

      “A rich man’s corpse, I think,” Silver replied. “I can’t actually remember. I’ve liberated too many things in my life. And speaking of which, I’ve taken a liking to your belt.”

      The weapon danced out, leaving dozens of scars across the floor as it shot at Shield. The huge man grabbed the broken remains of a table and raised it like a shield. Silver’s weapon pierced through it, scoring across his arm once more.

      Angel dove at Shield, scrambling up his back while he was distracted. Purple energy arced off his arm, digging into the huge man and sapping his power. Shield roared, reaching for Angel, but Silver’s blade hungered.

      Blood sprayed through the air as the impossibly sharp weapon pierced deep into Shield’s flesh, pinning his hand to the wall. The huge man grabbed the elongated sword with a snarl, yanking it toward himself and slicing his hand deeply in the process.

      Silver’s eyes widened, and he was launched through the air toward Shield, who struck him with the back of his hand, slamming the bandit into the ground with a loud crash.

      Shield staggered, suddenly shrinking, as Angel drew on more of his strength. Silver groaned, slowly pushing himself upright. The Serpentine Blade still pinned one of Shield’s hands to the wall, so Angel maneuvered toward it to avoid capture.

      The earth shook as Shield shook himself, trying to dislodge the parasite. Angel’s metal fingers dug into his flesh, drawing blood as more and more power flooded out of Shield and into him.

      A spell slotted into place of its own volition. Angel’s arm started to hum, and he repressed the pain as his shoulder burned. The relic had been used too many times in quick succession, but there wasn’t a better option.

      Shield realized what was happening and redoubled his efforts, yanking his pinned hand straight down, nearly cutting it in half to free it. Angel dropped, maintaining contact with the man’s back as he maneuvered around his legs and darted out of the way of an enormous foot before it could crush him.

      Silver pulled himself to his feet and yanked his sword back, sending it out with a flick of his wrist. It cut across Shield’s neck, biting deeply into the man’s reinforced skin. He roared in defiance.

      Around Angel, the purple energy redoubled in intensity. It leapt from him, enveloping Shield in a mesh of magic. The huge man’s eyes widened in horror.

      “No! You cannot–”

      A surge of power shot into Angel. A huge beam of lightning tore from his hand, burning through the center of Shield’s chest and annihilating the Magitech within it. Then, with a silent hiss, the Star Fragment’s magic shot back into him.

      Shield swayed, the light gone from his eyes. A tiny green marble fell from his chest, clattering to the ground before him. His huge body swayed, then fell backward, shrinking. By the time he hit the floor, he was shorter than Angel.

      Silence ruled. Seconds passed, but Shield didn’t budge. A bone snapped back into place in Angel’s chest with a pop. The green Star Fragment rested against Angel’s boot, in a growing pool of blood.

      He knelt, picking it up and pocketing it mechanically. Tilly approached them and helped Silver to his feet. The bandit spat blood onto the floor and retracted his blade, sliding it back into its sheath.

      “Good riddance,” Alison said, joining them. She leaned heavily on Tilly, barely able to keep her own feet under her. Her eyelids were half closed from exhaustion.

      “It’s not over yet,” Angel said. “I don’t know how Shield’s magic worked, but those clones died like normal men when we killed them. That means any that he might not have absorbed will still be running around. There might be more, either on this Buried God or the other one.”

      “Let’s get out of here, then,” Tilly said.

      “Where’s Lilian?” Angel asked Silver.

      “She’s freeing everyone,” Silver replied. “When the guards started dropping, we figured you might need some help, so I came to find you.”

      “I did,” Angel admitted. “Now get the girls off this thing. I’ll destroy the power source.”

      “But how will you get off?” Tilly asked. “Won’t it explode?”

      “What gave you that idea?” Angel asked with a pained laugh. “It’ll fall apart. The only danger is getting rid of the source itself. Now, get out of here. We don’t know how things are going on the other Buried God.”

      Silver nodded. He straightened his back, taking his hand off Tilly’s shoulder, and adjusted the hat on his head. Miraculously, it was completely undamaged.

      He took the girls and headed back the way he’d come. Angel turned and ran back along his own path, returning to the room where he’d first met Shield.

      Guard uniforms and weapons littered the ground, and the only sounds were distant explosions and the creak of the Buried God’s limbs. He turned a corner and hopped through the huge hole in the wall that Shield had made.

      The power source had dimmed significantly since the last time he’d seen it. Lilian must have been successful with saving the people the Reawakening were sacrificing. Its force field was flickering like a candle.

      Angel pulled Blue out and activated the orb. It floated in the air beside him, purple magic lighting it up from within.

      “I need to destroy this thing,” Angel said. “We need to vent the power somewhere, right?”

      “Correct. There is still significantly more power than you could possibly handle on your own stored within this temporary core,” Blue confirmed. “Attempts to absorb it will result in the combustion of your internal organs.”

      “Can I turn it back on the Buried God somehow? I don’t want to leave this thing here. I want it gone.”

      “You will not survive the explosion.”

      “The other Buried God, then. Can we blast it?”

      Blue didn’t respond immediately. “It is possible.”

      “You sound hesitant. Spill it. I know you’ve got something to do with the Buried Gods. I don’t care, honestly. I just want my friends to survive and to stop the Reawakening. Whatever agenda you’re working toward, as long as it doesn’t kill innocents or stop me from bringing back Old World Magic, I don’t care. Just help me, you ornery bastard.”

      Arcs of angry purple lightning flickered across his shoulder. “You know nothing.”

      “I know enough,” Angel replied. “I know you’ve manipulated me into picking you up, for whatever reason. I was going to try to hide it, but now that I’ve got Shield’s fragment, I’ve got a decision to make. Either you’re on my side or against it. If your goal isn’t malicious, this shouldn’t be a very difficult decision.”

      “And if it is?”

      Angel pulled a canister from his bag. “Then I slam this against the power source. With the forcefield as weak as it is, the canister’s explosion should break through it and destroy the source, releasing all the energy inside it. I don’t know if you’ll survive that blast, but nobody is going to be picking anything out of the wreckage of this thing for a long time.”

      “You are a rash fool.”

      “You should have realized that a long time ago,” Angel replied. “Tell me what you’re working for. Either we leave this place as partners, or we don’t leave it at all.”

      “I seek the same thing you do. The return of Old World Magic,” Blue said.

      “So do the Reawakening,” Angel said, pressing his lips together. “And their methods are not at all acceptable to me. You know more than any of us do, and you’ve been messing with the System. What do you get out of all of this?”

      “A body,” Blue snarled. “You’re clever enough, Angel. Figure it out. I’m sure you’ve already pieced parts of it together.”

      “I know you’re connected to the other Star Fragments, but I don’t know what you get out of all of this. Damn your riddles, just tell me!”

      “The same thing the Reawakening wants,” Blue said, moving to float directly before Angel’s nose. “I want to live. My body was shattered during the Great War, split off into what you know as Star Fragments. The return of Old World Magic would let me repair myself.”

      “And then what?” Angel pressed.

      “I would leave. I never want to see this forsaken desert again,” Blue said. “Once I am whole once more, nobody from the Barren will ever see me again.”

      “Why hide that? You could have said it from the beginning,” Angel snapped. “You aren’t saying something.”

      “Nor will I say it,” Blue replied. “You know enough. Your body will be dust in the wind before everything I seek will come to fruition. But I have no care for the people of the Barren. They will come to no harm at my hands.”

      “Fine. For now, that’ll do,” Angel said. “Now, let’s destroy this thing.”

      “It will not be simple. Relax your body, and do not resist.”

      Before Angel could ask what Blue meant, the artifact deactivated. He caught it, tucking it back into his travel pack with a small frown. A warm sensation curled up his arm, traveling through his chest and up toward his head.

      Purple tickled the edges of Angel’s vision. He stiffened, shaking his head and trying to push the feeling away. Lightning crackled along his shoulder, and he stopped. Explosions rang in the distance.

      Angel bit his lip and relented, allowing the magic to envelop him further. The world around him wavered. Blurry images overlaid his surroundings. Men and women with shadowy faces, standing in a semicircle around him.

      A smokey staff rested in his hand, and a thick necklace of eight multicolored orbs rested around his neck. Heavy robes covered his clothing.

      “What’s going on?” Angel asked, but his voice came out warbled and distant.

      “Do not speak. You have no idea how complex this is. We will not get a second chance. Remain relaxed; even the slightest resistance will override the pulses I send through your body to make the proper motions.”

      Angel bit back his response. His hands twitched, rising of their own volition. Tiny sparks of purple magic arced off his body.

      “It is time,” a man said from behind him. His head turned, but whoever it was, their face was still lost in the shadows. “You must do it, Durven.”

      “I do not know if I can.” A voice came from Angel’s mouth, but it was not his own. He realized that it was coming from the figure he seemed to be taking the place of. “I cannot control this magic. It will destroy us.”

      “Eight lives in exchange for countless,” the man said. Somehow, Angel knew that he was smiling.

      “Not just lives. Everything. We need more time to perfect this! If we just had a few more weeks–”

      “We do not. Durven, we must end this war. If the enemy Arbiter fires, there will be nobody left to save. There is no more time to argue. Destroy it, and then we shall end the war.”

      “And if none of us survive?” Durven demanded through Angel’s mouth. “It will be for nothing!”

      “One of us will,” the other man replied. “You know that, and the final task only requires one.”

      “Damn you all,” Durven said. Angel’s hands rose toward the power source before him, enveloped with purple light.

      “Begin!” the man called. The silent watchers stepped forward, putting their hands on Angel’s shoulders. Magic twisted around his body, and the world shuddered. Parts of his surroundings shifted, melting away to reveal a window overlooking a lush forest. In the distance, a Buried God loomed over the largest city that Angel had ever seen. Its eyes burned like twin suns, gathering energy to fire an attack. A powerful forcefield surrounded it.

      It became harder to tell the difference between the overlaid images and the real world. Angel didn’t dare push too hard and risk distracting his Star Fragment, so all he could do was watch as Durven began to chant.
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      Magic thrummed in the air around Angel, arcing off his arms and coursing through his body. Tendrils of lightning reached out from his arm, enveloping the Buried God’s core and starting to pull from it.

      The purple lines covering his chest started to glow as energy flooded him like an unstoppable river. All around him, the Buried God started to ripple and shift. Metal folded and snapped backward, as if it were the skin of a fruit being peeled away.

      Debris rained down, and the vision flickered, giving Angel a glimpse of his own world. The other Buried God still loomed over the city, and the fight was going as hard as it had been. Energy shots scored through the air, and the huge beast’s eyes were still burning from its latest attack.

      The vision redoubled in intensity, covering the sand with lush greenery once more. The Buried God in the vision overlaid itself on the one in the Barren. Pain scored across Angel’s back as Durven’s chanting grew faster.

      Magic flared around the Buried God’s core, and its barrier gave way. He reached out, wrapping his hand around the orb. Purple light weaved down his arm and up his chest, forming into an enormous purple tree. It seemed to sprout from his back, using the glowing scars along his body like roots.

      The pressure in the room seemed to increase a hundredfold. Magic pressed in on Angel like an oppressive blanket, threatening to crush him.

      One of the shadowy figures behind Angel fell forward, toppling out of the growing hole in the Buried God. A spark leapt from him and shot to Durven. None of the others reacted. A moment later, a second and third fell after him, their sparks following suit. Durven’s chanting faltered for an instant, but then he resumed with newfound energy.

      Every word came out of his mouth like it was covered in spines. Tears streamed from his eyes, and an uncontrollable wave of sadness washed over him. Durven paused his chant as another man fell, drawing a deep, racking breath before resuming.

      The Buried God’s body started to put itself back together, but the pieces moved to the wrong spots. Parts that had originally been a wall formed the base of a large, circular device on the mechanical monster’s back.

      The Magitech used to power its legs was repurposed to form the base of a massive turret. Part by part, the largest cannon that Angel had ever seen pieced itself together from the torn flesh of the Buried God.

      It was as long as a blimp and as thick as several houses put side by side. Lines of runes carved themselves into the flesh of the weapon. They arced across its sides and led up to him and the core.

      The purple light filling the air grew so bright that it became difficult to even see. With a low hum, the runes along the gun started to light up. Another man crumpled to the ground behind Angel.

      They fell until just a single one was left – the one who had been speaking to Durven. He staggered, taking a step forward and catching himself on Angel’s shoulder. Even though the man’s hand looked like it was touching him, Angel couldn’t feel it.

      “Finish it, Durven,” the man whispered. “We remain with you. Forever.”

      His hand twitched, catching on the necklace around Durven’s neck, before he too fell forward. Agony racked Angel’s body once more, and the tree grew larger, towering far over him into the sky.

      Then, without warning, the pain was gone. The world seemed to go still, holding its breath, as the last runes along the gun lit up. One last tear trickled down Durven’s cheek and traced down his chin before falling to the floor. His chant came to a final halt, and he drew a raspy breath, his voice almost completely shot.

      “And now, I implore you,” Durven whispered, and Angel’s voice joined him. “You who have drawn our ire. Peer up, into the heavens, and bear witness. Look into the eyes of god and face judgment.”

      The core shattered. The grassy plains blinked away, and Durven vanished. The gun, however, did not. Blood burst from Angel’s ears as a massive roar shook the Buried God and a beam of magic shot out from its tip.

      It screamed through the air and crashed into the other Buried God. The sky shook and the horizon trembled. A purple shock wave ripped out from the impact point, tearing apart metal like paper.

      The Buried God vanished in a massive explosion. A shock wave churned across the desert, blowing away the dust clouds and putting out the fire across the city instantly. Shrapnel the size of small houses started to rain down as what remained of the huge monster started to crumble and fall apart.

      All the pain returned at once. Angel snarled, dropping to his knees. Control of his body returned to him, but it was all he could do to keep himself from pitching over the giant hole before him.

      The purple tree faded away, but the scars had grown thicker and still glowed steadily. It didn’t look like they’d be dimming anytime soon, but Angel had larger problems to worry about. He gathered all the energy he could muster and slowly pulled himself upright.

      A piece of the gun Durven had made cracked and crumbled away. Another one followed it shortly after. The Buried God was falling apart. Angel spun, groaning in pain as he threw his board onto the ground and staggered onto it.

      He zipped down the hall as fast as he dared, heading toward the hangar – if it was still even there. Whatever Durven and his Star Fragment had done to the beast, they’d certainly made liberal use of its parts. If they’d damaged his escape, Angel was going to join the Buried God on its way back down to the Barren.

      Rumbles shook the halls. There was no lighting aside from the glow of his own body. Piles of clone clothing were his only company on his mad dash as he desperately tried to relocate the hangar. Many of the paths he remembered were closed off or just completely missing.

      A sharp rent split the air, and the wall to his side peeled away. An enormous section of the Buried God’s side tipped away and started to fall. Cracks and breaks ran all over it and down the leg closest to Angel.

      “This is how the fragments were born,” Durven’s voice said, barely a whisper in Angel’s ear. “My fellows detonated themselves, joining the coalition through overwhelming magical pressure.”

      Then he was gone. The floor jerked beneath him, and he swore, narrowly avoiding hitting his head on the ceiling.

      “Hold together for a few more minutes, you piece of shit,” Angel snarled, leaning as far forward as he could to maximize his acceleration.

      He zipped around another corner and shot over a growing hole in the floor, coming to a landing before a large, open space. Three choppers sat around it, smashed and ruined beyond functionality.

      At its end was a large opening that overlooked Blackstone and the Barren. Angel approached it, stepping off his board as he grew close to the edge. There were no other choppers to escape with, and he didn’t have time to descend the Buried God’s legs before it fell apart.

      A gentle wind rustled his hair as he overlooked the results of the fight. Smoke rose from Blackstone. Large portions of the Barren had turned to glass from the superheated energy weapons. It might have been his imagination, since it should have been impossible to tell from the height he was at, but the air felt heavy with the stench of death.

      A low drone mixed in with the crashes and explosions growing more frequent around him. Angel glanced up as a chopper came around the side of the Buried God, Silver at its helm.

      “Took me a bit to find where the damn hangar was. Why’d you have to move it?” Silver yelled, bringing the chopper closer to the lip. Angel shook his head, firing his grappling hook at the open door and swinging himself in. Silver’s hands played across the controls, and they pulled away, putting distance between themselves and the Buried God as it crumbled in upon itself.

      Angel slumped back in his seat, enjoying the nearly euphoric feeling of the cold metal against his aching back. He couldn’t tear his eyes away from the Buried God as it collapsed behind them, shaking the desert as massive parts slammed down from the heavens like the judgment of a divine being.

      “I gotta say this went better than I thought it would,” Silver observed. “We only destroyed most of Blackstone in the process.”

      Angel grimaced. “All things considered, I think that’s a fair trade. Do you know how many people survived?”

      “Some,” Silver replied. “And, unfortunately, none of the Tinkerers were present in the god we destroyed. I’m not holding out hopes for the army to have much more luck. Reave has them all, and it doesn’t look like he’ll be showing his ugly face.”

      “Good,” Angel said. “I don’t think I could handle another fight right now.”

      “You do look like you drank a few tubes of glowing coolant. I tried that once, as a kid. Thought I’d light up like you are right now.” Silver rubbed his chin. “Does that mean I just didn’t drink enough?”

      Angel couldn’t keep himself from letting out a pained laugh. “You’ll have to try when we get back. I really hope I don’t keep glowing like this forever. It’ll be impossible to sleep.”

      “Might be time to invest in a thicker blanket,” Silver suggested, pulling a lever and bringing the chopper down toward a damaged landing pad atop Blackstone. It was riddled with small scars from a scuffle, and about half of it had been blown away by an explosion, but there was still enough room to land.

      As the rotors slowed to a halt, Angel glanced over at Silver. “Did you really just show up instants before the Buried God fell apart by accident? That’s some seriously impressive timing.”

      “Well, I might have hedged the timing a bit. Dramatic appearances are very important.” Silver smirked, rising to his feet. “I’ll be sure to include how sad and accepting you were once the end was near. It was very noble.”

      “I hope someone steals your hat.”

      Silver let out an affronted gasp. Angel shook his head and pushed the door open, half climbing and half falling out of the chopper. He held himself against the door and scanned the area. “Are we sure there aren’t any more clones left?”

      “I haven’t been on the ground for much longer than you,” Silver replied, following him out. “But the fighting seems to have stopped. The guards have either cleaned up or routed the Reawakening.”

      A door to a guardhouse swung open, and a soot-covered soldier waved to them. Angel didn’t recognize the man, but he clearly wasn’t one of the Reawakening.

      “You’re Silver and Angel, right?” the man asked.

      “How’d you know?” Angel asked.

      “Hat,” the man said, pointing to Silver. He moved his finger to Angel’s side. “Arm.”

      “Fair,” Angel admitted. “Do you have an update on how the battle is going?”

      “The majority of the clones collapsed into dust about halfway into the fight,” the man replied. “We were able to do enough damage to the remainder to force them into the Magistrate’s old house. They’re surrounded now, and we’re just preparing to siege it. A house can be rebuilt, and we’ve lost enough men.”

      “What about the people in the Buried Gods?” Silver asked.

      “The ones we rescued are mostly okay. Your group is with them in one of the shelters.” His face darkened for a moment. “We’ve taken heavy losses, but nothing compared to what we should have. We’re remarkably lucky so many of the Reawakening men just up and died. If it weren’t for that and their complete lack of any real tactics, this would have been the end of Blackstone.”

      “It doesn’t help when their leader is a musclebound idiot,” Angel said, shaking his head. As terrifying as Shield had been, the man’s only form of fighting was getting bigger and smashing things harder. It wasn’t hard to see why his clones were all completely incompetent without his strength to back them up. “What happened to those three clones that were at the level of Magistrates?”

      “We’re unsure, but it’s suspected that they’re in the mansion,” the man replied. “It would probably be best if I took you to the shelter. The vice commander Geld will want to talk with you.”

      They followed him through the door and down a stairwell.

      “Vice commander?” Angel asked, trying to put as much of his weight on the handrail as possible. “What about Brod?”

      “A Buried God’s blast hit the area where he was fighting,” the man replied. “His body has not yet been recovered, but he is assumed to be dead.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry to hear that. He seemed like a good man.”

      “He was. The Reawakening killed many such as him today,” the guard said, his voice taut with emotion. They followed the hall for a few more minutes, traveling deeper into the mountain, before coming to a stop at a large metal door. He rapped on it several times, pausing between knocks.

      The door swung open, revealing another guard. He nodded to them and stepped out of the way so that they could enter. Behind him was a large room full of men and women lining dozens of large tables. There must have been several hundred of them.

      Lilian and Tilly stood in a circle with several soldiers. Angel recognized one of them as Geld. He and Silver walked up to join them. The light coming from Angel marked their path like the gods had chosen them, and nearly every eye in the room was on them by the time they reached the soldiers.

      “Are you okay?” Lilian’s eyes traced along the glowing lines covering Angel, and a worried frown crossed her face.

      “I’ll live. Probably.”

      “By the Barren, did you drink every canister you came across?” one of the soldiers asked.

      “That’s what I asked him,” Silver said.

      “It’s just a small side effect,” Angel said through his grimace. “Anything urgent that we need to take care of? I’m running on adrenaline and fumes. I don’t think I’m going to be able to stand back up once I sit down.”

      “You’ve done more than enough,” Geld said. His uniform was covered in scorch marks and burns, and his left hand was heavily bandaged. “Destroying the second Buried God was an unexpected surprise. How did you manage that?”

      “Don’t ask,” Angel said, shaking his head. “It isn’t replicable. I heard about Captain Geld. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “He gave his life for the city, as did hundreds of other soldiers,” Geld replied. “They will be properly honored once the last of the Reawakening have been purged from Blackstone.”

      “I heard you were sieging the Magistrate’s mansion,” Angel said. “Is it really okay for all of us to be down here? Shouldn’t we be helping them?”

      “Everyone here is too tired or injured to effectively fight,” Geld said. “We’d just get in the way. We’ll join if there’s no other choice, but the clones haven’t been putting up much of a fight after the gods fell. We were initially just planning to rescue as many people as possible and inconvenience them, but it now looks like we might be able to push the bastards out of Blackstone entirely.”

      “Good.” Angel sighed. “My brain is fried. If you don’t need us anymore, we’ll be out of your hair shortly. I just need some time to recover first.”

      “We’ll need a chopper as well,” Silver said. “I trust you can spare one. The rust bucket I stole from the Reawakening won’t last more than a few days in the air, and I blew up my previous one in your service.”

      “It’ll be replaced,” Geld said, waving his uninjured hand. He let out a short bark of laughter. “I think we can spare that much. It’s not like there’s a Magistrate around to object.”

      “So what happens now?” Tilly asked. “Do you find another Magistrate?”

      “Some of our allies will move in and help us rebuild according to the treaties we’ve got set up,” Geld replied. “Ashwind and Bronze City are both pledged to aid us, although Bronze City is far. Until then, we’ll hunker down and do our best to rebuild.”

      Angel broke away from the conversation and located an open spot on the floor. He pulled out his blanket, wrapping it around himself and curling up in the corner. He was dimly aware of Silver sitting down beside him before exhaustion took over and he drifted away.
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      When Angel awoke, the large crowd had almost completely cleared out. He blinked wearily, ignoring the aches that coursed through his body as he pushed himself upright. Silver sat on a table to his side, swinging his foot and spinning a knife on his fingertip.

      “Where is everyone?” Angel asked through a yawn.

      “Galivanting around the city, trying to figure out if anyone avoided getting cooked by the Buried Gods,” Silver replied. “The Magistrate’s mansion is a smoldering pile of ashes. Doesn’t look like the Reawakening have anyone left in Blackstone.”

      Angel let out a slow, relieved sigh. “It’s almost hard to believe. What about Lilian and the girls?”

      “With Aaron,” Silver said. “Little bugger realized he got scammed since we dealt with the problem before anyone could teach him anything. He managed to wheedle Jonas into training him, so don’t feel bad for the kid.”

      “Better that he stays out of our particular line of work anyway,” Angel said. “Help me up.”

      The dagger vanished down Silver’s sleeve, and he hopped off the table, sliding over and extending a hand to Angel. He pulled the Seeker up with a grunt.

      “You’re still glowing,” Silver observed.

      “Thanks,” Angel said, prodding one of the purple scars with a finger. It didn’t hurt as much as it had, but the light was just as bright as it had been. “How long have I been out?”

      “A day,” Silver replied. “I was on Angel duty for another hour. We’ve been trading you off.”

      “Good to know I’m so appreciated,” Angel said with a chuckle. He rifled through his travel pack. The Star Fragment was still there. Several of his canisters were dented and damaged – luckily, none of the damaged ones had been filled – and Blue sported a few new dents. His mood darkened considerably at the sight of the artifact. “On the Buried God… I saw a lot. Silver, I’m not completely convinced the Star Fragments are benign. After everything in there, I feel like this one belongs to you, but I can’t recommend you use it yet.”

      Silver cocked his eyebrow. “I was going to ask about that, actually. I was having some pretty visions of myself galivanting across the desert, as big as a Vyrg with an army of miniature, stupid clones at my side.”

      “You probably wouldn’t get the same power as Shield had, considering what Tilly got,” Angel replied. “And I won’t stop you. I don’t know, to be honest. But they’ve got something to do with all of this.”

      He waved his hands around and regretted the sharp motion immediately. Silver adjusted his hat and shrugged. “You’ll figure it out soon enough, I reckon. I’ll let you hold onto the thing for a few more days, so long as you don’t go giving it away for something stupid.”

      “We both know you would have traded the Star Fragment for a good hat.”

      “Not just any good hat,” Silver said defensively. “It would have to be really good. I’m no cheap buy.”

      Angel rolled his eyes. “I’m sure. Speaking of money… did we get anything for dealing with the Reawakening? I remember Geld promising us a chopper.”

      “Chopper, supplies, and a fair bit of coin,” Silver said, ticking his fingers off as he spoke. “Also a promise that we’ll forever be friends of the city, but words are worth about as much as farts. I much prefer the chopper.”

      “Can’t say I disagree,” Angel admitted. “But it might be good to have somewhere we can settle down where we know we’ll be wanted. I don’t fancy living the rest of my life running from one Magistrate or another in search of Old World Magic.”

      “Staying in one place gets boring,” Silver said, starting for the door. Angel followed him. “It lets people find you too easy. You’ll learn that soon enough now that you’re starting to make a name for yourself fighting the Reawakening.”

      “That isn’t ominous in the slightest,” Angel grumbled. They stepped out of the hall and out onto the damaged landing pad. Warm sunlight shone down on them from a gently clouded sky. If it weren’t for the wreckage all over the city, it would have been a beautiful day.

      “At least the fires are out,” Silver said, reading Angel’s mind. “Let’s go find the others. Geld is with them. He’s been waiting for you to wake up.”

      They wove through the city, this time taking the large streets. Now that they didn’t have to hide in the shadows, the trip was considerably more enjoyable. Silver led Angel up to a large building next to the charred, warped ruins of what must have once been the Magistrate’s mansion. Now all that remained of it was crooked metal and the faint smell of fire and death.

      Silver rapped on the building’s door and glanced at the mansion’s ruins. “It’s sad, isn’t it?”

      Angel nodded. “The Reawakening needs to be stopped.”

      “I was more thinking about all the goodies that must have gone up in flames when the soldiers blew the mansion up,” Silver said sheepishly. “But yeah, that too.”

      They headed inside. Even though the building wasn’t a mansion, it was still extravagant. Red carpets covered the floor, and pedestals lined the halls, housing art pieces and weapons from all over the Barren.

      Angel’s eyes caught on a small, segmented cube covered in runes. He resisted the urge to pocket it as they passed. It was one thing liberating artifacts from people he didn’t know, but after what Blackstone had gone through, he couldn’t bring himself to do any more damage to the city.

      Silver reached a large, ornate door at the end of the hallway and pushed it open with his foot. Geld sat at a desk, his lips pressed thin as he studied the model of the city that Brod had showed them back in the guard hideout in the sewers.

      Tilly and Alison sat behind him, studying a metal tablet. The large gauntlets Tilly had made rested by her feet. Geld pulled his eyes away from the model as Silver grabbed one of the two chairs in front of the desk and sat down, crossing his arms behind his head.

      “Ah. It’s good to see you alive,” Geld said, nodding to Angel. “I wasn’t convinced you’d make it. You’re still glowing, by the way.”

      “Thanks,” Angel said dryly. “I hadn’t noticed. Unfortunately, I don’t have a shirt anymore.”

      “There should be one somewhere around this house. You’re welcome to it,” Geld said, waving his hand. “The family it belonged to were both Tinkerers. They’re still missing.”

      “Reave has them,” Tilly said, clenching her hands.

      “And we’ll find them,” Alison added. “He’s getting desperate now. Almost all of the Reawakening are dead. It’s just him and Mind now.”

      “That we will,” Angel agreed. “I’m of the mind to set off as quickly as possible.”

      “I won’t stop you,” Geld said. “I’d offer to send some men with you, but with all of our Magitech cannons destroyed and our forces decimated, we really can’t spare anything more than a chopper.”

      “That’s fine,” Angel said. “Reave still has multiple Buried Gods, although he can’t use most of them now. Without the clones, he’s probably only got one running. Maybe two, if Mind has the other. And, as you saw today, we can deal with that. Unfortunately, sending in more soldiers would probably just result in their deaths. Reave is too dangerous to fight by normal means.”

      Geld grunted. “I want my people back. If you’re okay with it, I’d like to give you a tracker. Once you free them, I’d like you to give it to them so I can send a blimp for all the survivors. Are you okay with that?”

      Angel chewed his inner cheek. “I’m going to keep it deactivated until we locate them. You’ll have to forgive me, but I can’t share the location of where we’re going. It’s too dangerous.”

      “I thought as much,” Geld said. A light blinked on at the top of a building in his model, and he grimaced. “How are you going to find Reave?”

      “I can’t find him,” Angel admitted. “But I know where he’s going. That’s all I’m willing to share.”

      Geld studied him for a few moments, then gave him a small nod. “As much as I hate to do it, I’ll just have to take your word for it. We can’t afford to do anything else. For all of our sakes, I hope you can do something about the Reawakening.”

      “I’ll stop them or die trying,” Angel replied. “And we’ll be off as soon as we find Lilian. Is she with Aaron?”

      “She is,” Geld said. “He’s not taking the loss of his parents well. Wanted to go with you lot, but she’s talking him out of it. It’s for the best.”

      “Agreed,” Silver said. “We’ve got enough kids traveling with us already.”

      “We aren’t that much younger than you!” Tilly complained.

      “It’s about experience,” Angel and Silver chorused together. Alison and Tilly both made faces at them.

      Geld shook his head and let the barest flicker of a smile cross his face. “Good luck. Hopefully, by the time you return, Blackstone will have started on its journey to recovery.”

      After getting the tracker from Geld and a shirt from a nearby room, they set off, arriving at Aaron’s house just as Lilian stepped out through the door and shut it behind her. Jake stood off to the side, awkwardly shuffling from foot to foot in a remarkably human manner. Lilian’s eyebrow cocked when she saw the light emitting from Angel.

      “It got worse.”

      “Apparently,” Angel grumbled. “You manage to talk the kid out of trying to follow us?”

      “I tried,” Lilian replied. Her amplifier crackled as she adjusted it, raising the volume slightly. “He’ll probably wake up in a few hours. Apparently, I wasn’t convincing enough.”

      “You knocked him out?” Alison exclaimed.

      “Better that than him dying,” Angel said. “She made the right choice. Besides, Jonas agreed to train him. He’ll get what he bargained for, just not from us. I can’t say I’m a fan of shirking my word, but Aaron will thank us when he doesn’t end up dead in a catacomb somewhere in the Barren.”

      Lilian nodded, and her amplifier crackled again.

      “I think we might need to repair that,” Tilly said. “Sounds like it got damaged in the fighting.”

      “You can take a look at it once we get on the chopper,” Silver said. He dangled a key in front of them. “Already got this, and it’s all stocked up and waiting for us on the helipad.”

      After one last glance at Aaron’s house, the group broke away and headed toward the upper areas of Blackstone. The wrecked streets would have been melancholy had it not been for the people slowly making their way across them, relief evident in their faces.

      Still, Angel was glad he wouldn’t have to be around when people started looking for missing loved ones. He didn’t know the exact toll the fight had taken on Blackstone, and he didn’t want to.

      The chopper waiting for them at the helipad wasn’t quite as pretty as the one Dalliah had initially given Silver, but it was clearly built for function. It had heavy metal plating covering its underbelly and was slightly larger than their previous model. A silver Magitech gun hung from its nose.

      “Look at her,” Silver said, running a hand over the door. “Beautiful. Imagine what I could do if I went robbing some blimps with this lady.”

      “Not a bandit anymore,” Lilian reminded him.

      “A man can dream,” Silver replied, pulling the door open and hopping inside. The others piled in after him. While they got situated, Silver slid into the captain’s chair and let his fingers play across the controls.

      “Tilly, could you take a look at Lilian and see if you can fix her voice collar?” Angel asked, gingerly touching one of his glowing scars. “I want to investigate a few things and see if I’ve managed to do more damage to myself than I thought.”

      “I’ll need a scribe.”

      Angel dug his scribe out of his travel pack. It had been slightly bent during the fight. He frowned, squeezing the metal back into the proper position before handing it to Tilly. Silver started the chopper up while Angel leaned back, gently bringing a spark of magic to his fleshy palm.

      Relief washed over him when the tiny blue orb appeared at his fingertips. He let it fade away and peered out the window of the chopper as Blackstone started to fade beneath them. He brought the Key out and examined it for any damage. Luckily, it seemed to be almost entirely unharmed.

      Angel turned it on, bringing the glowing arrow to its center. It spun, turning to the west before stopping. Jake peered at it, and Tilly paused her work to lean back and send a pointed glance his way. The bird monster turned to watch innocently out the window.

      “Here,” Angel said, handing the Key to Silver. “Just follow that.”

      Silver nodded and took it from him, setting the Key on top of the console. Angel dug Blue out of his travel bag and stared at the deactivated artifact. After a brief internal debate, he sent a pulse of magic into it. Blue hummed to life, floating into the air before him and wobbling slightly. Purple light pulsated in its core.

      “Congratulations,” Blue said. “You successfully destroyed the Buried Gods. If the memory banks of this artifact are correct, that hasn’t happened since the Great War. Quite an achievement.”

      “We both know you don’t actually need those memory banks,” Angel said with a sigh. “But I appreciate your help. A lot of people would have died a pointless death if you hadn’t done that vision thing and turned the Buried God into a cannon.”

      “Vision?” Blue asked. “I did no such thing. I simply drew the magic out of the Buried God, channeled it through you, and used Magicore Command to force it to change its shape into a cannon that we could use to destroy the other Buried God.”

      “Huh? What about all the people?” Angel asked. The vision had been far too vivid for him to have hallucinated it.

      “There were no people,” Blue said, cocking to the side as if perplexed. It floated toward him a short way. “Describe this vision.”

      “The more I think about it, the more blurry it gets,” Angel lied. The Star Fragment wasn’t playing fully over the table with him, and it seemed just a little too eager to find out what he’d seen. “There were just some people muttering stuff.”

      “Inconsequential,” Blue said. “Likely an aftereffect of the linking between us. There was a lot of magic passing through your body, so it’s possible you might have gotten the faintest traces of ancient memories. They are of no concern.”

      Angel agreed with the first thought, but not as much with the second. Any memories belonging to the Star Fragment were invaluable. If they really did belong to it, a strong inkling of who the Star Fragments might be started to form in his mind. He filed the information away for a later, more opportune moment.

      “So what about these?” Angel asked, pulling his ill-fitting shirt back to reveal the glowing scars covering him. “They’re brighter. Does that mean I’m going to drop again, like when we were fighting the Vyrg?”

      “No. There is no residual magic stuck within you,” Blue said. “It was all depleted when I used your body to destroy the Buried God. The scars are the pathways that the magic took through your body. They might fade. Eventually.”

      “Might? Eventually? Those are awful long words,” Angel said carefully. “Can you be a bit more specific?”

      “A few years, if I had to guess. I have not seen a reaction like this before,” Blue replied. “You are now officially one of a kind.”

      “Fantastic,” Angel said. “I get to be a night light. Maybe all the monsters in the Barren will feel safer while I’m within a five-mile radius.”

      Lilian cleared her throat. The crackle was gone from her voice. Tilly leaned back and handed Angel his scribe.

      “It’s fixed,” Tilly said.

      “Thanks,” Lilian said with a smile. “I think my voice is starting to come back, but the collar helps. Angel, when Shield died, did you get his Star Fragment?”

      “I did. I don’t think we should use it yet, though.”

      “Why not?” Alison frowned. “Don’t we need all the advantages we can get?”

      “Well, it belongs to Silver,” Angel replied. “Out of all of us, he’s the next one who should get one. I don’t think it’s safe for you to use a Star Fragment considering the amount of magical energy you’re carrying around. Who knows what reaction one would have if you absorbed it, and you’ve got more than enough firepower already.”

      “So give it to Silver. Why hold onto it?” Tilly asked.

      “There’s also one more thing,” Angel admitted. “I’m not entirely sure the Star Fragments are fully on our side.”

      “You literally just spoke to yours,” Lilian pointed out.

      “We’ll call it a working relationship,” Angel said. “I’m not saying they’re working against us, but the Star Fragments have their own ulterior motives. Unfortunately, I only realized that after Tilly had gotten hers. Again, I don’t think we’re in direct danger from them, but we shouldn’t go too crazy with using any that we get.”

      “Are you sure? All it’s done so far is help,” Tilly said, shooting a glance at Jake. “Maybe it’s just yours that’s weird?”

      “Entirely possible,” Angel admitted. A crackle of purple lightning ran down his shoulder. “And something we’ll find out if it ever starts being completely open with me. Until then, we should keep the Star Fragment safe.”

      “What about mine?” Lilian asked. “I’ve had it for years, and it never spoke or otherwise interacted with me.”

      “It’s because yours isn’t actually inside you,” Angel said. “It’s built into your Magitech. Soul knew the Star Fragments were more than just simple artifacts or relics, so he must have separated them intentionally. Unfortunately, unless mine decides to start chatting, we aren’t going to get any more information on that in the chopper.”

      With that sobering thought, they fell silent, each lost in their own thoughts, as Silver followed the path the Key gave and took them toward Reave.
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      The sun rose and set over the Barren. Silver kept the chopper moving through the air, the Key never leaving his side. Angel repaired the small amounts of damage that had been done to his arm and Blue during the fight, then spent his time staring out the window and contemplating.

      “We should probably think about what happens if we get to the Vault and Reave isn’t there,” Lilian said. Her voice had improved significantly in the past few days, to the point where she almost didn’t need the voice box anymore.

      “What do you mean?” Tilly frowned.

      “You don’t think the Tinkerers will be able to fix the Key Reave stole from us?” Alison asked.

      “I mean, from what I understand, it was incredibly difficult to make,” Lilian said. “If there was a lot of damage to it, who knows if he’s been able to fix it.”

      “That’s a good point,” Angel admitted. “If we assume the Key isn’t fixed yet, there’s a very real chance that we beat him to the Vault.”

      “Oh,” Tilly realized. “The Tinkerers in his Buried God.”

      “Leave ’em,” Silver said grimly. “He won’t kill them if he can avoid it – he needs their intelligence. I don’t think we stand much of a chance in a direct fight against him. The man is the worst combination – deranged and powerful.”

      “If we’re fast enough, we might be able to return Old World Magic before he even gets the Key functional,” Angel mused. “If that happened, he wouldn’t even have any reason to kill those people, right?”

      “He probably would anyway,” Alison said, chewing her lip. “He’s insane.”

      “For that matter, why even bother with everything they’ve done so far?” Silver asked. “I mean, Angel is basically a child compared to them. Yet he’s done everything they have without having to kill anyone. Wouldn’t it have been so much easier to do what he’s doing?”

      “We were doing that until Soul died,” Lilian said, clenching her hands. “Although I suppose it really started with Heart’s death. Reave’s powers always kept him on the brink of sanity. When our Magitech started to decay and we didn’t have any good way to fix it, things just got worse.”

      “I’m pretty sure the Reawakening has killed people a bunch,” Tilly said. “There are books about them for a reason.”

      “Some of the conflicts the Reawakening got involved in were actually for a good cause,” Lilian said, shaking her head. “The Magistrates have done just as much damage to the Barren as they have. Why do you think they keep an iron grip over the Great Ring? There’s no real shortage of supply, yet they limit the goods coming into the Barren. It’s to keep people from fighting back against them.”

      “Have you ever been to the Great Ring?” Alison asked. “I’ve heard it’s a massive forest that stretches on as far as the eye can see, but it’s full of terrifying monsters that are so strong that the Magistrate’s soldiers are the only ones strong enough and well equipped enough to handle them.”

      “Briefly,” Lilian replied. “I went there once, while I was infiltrating the ranks of a Magistrate five hundred years ago or so. He was practically starving out his people because they tried to rebel against him. Soul had us intervene to save his people and dispose of him and his army. We attacked while they were caught up in a fight with some of the monsters beyond the Great Ring.”

      She trailed off and shuddered. “They’re terrifying. Nothing like what we have in the Barren. And yet, they don’t dare set a single foot within it. It’s the only reason the Magistrates can hold the power they do. It’s all a fear game. Their people can’t rise up because of a lack of resources, but the Magistrates only rule because the monsters in the Great Ring won’t enter the Barren. If people actually tried, they could gather enough food from the edge of the Ring and survive without dealing with the Magistrates at all. In fact, when I was last there, there were a few small cities near the edge of the Barren that lived without dealing with their rule at all.”

      “Hold on,” Silver said, turning to look at her. “You’re trying to tell me the Reawakening were a bunch of philanthropists? Hopping around and saving people from the evil rule of the Magistrates? I always took you lot for a bunch of fancy bandits.”

      “At one point, we were,” Lilian said. “I just never knew how bad things had really gotten until recently. Kidnapping Vanessa was bad, but I’ve done worse things to save worse people. Granted, as the years ground on, we became increasingly less concerned with everyone else. When you live to see someone’s great-grandchildren die, it becomes harder to relate to them.”

      “They became desperate,” Angel added. “At least, from what I can tell. Without Soul to repair their Magitech and with no Old World Magic to fall back on, they lost it and tried anything they could to extend their lives – even if it meant killing thousands of innocents. No matter how great their initial ideals of bringing magic back to the Barren might have been, all they are now is a dying group of murderers. But if we can bring Old World Magic back, Reave might not have any reason to keep fighting.”

      “So we leave the Tinkerers to their fate until we locate the Vault,” Tilly said, not sounding all too happy about it.

      “We have to,” Angel said, leaning forward and drumming his fingers on his leg. “It’s the best-case scenario for them. The rest of the Barren has to come first. Not to mention, if we tried to fight Reave in his Buried God, he might end up killing half of them when he loses it.”

      “We don’t even know for sure that he won’t be waiting for us when we get to the Vault,” Alison pointed out. “This could all be for naught.”

      “Then we’ll deal with that when we get there. In the end, the most important thing we can do is stop the Reawakening.”

      “By accomplishing what they want?”

      “Pretty much,” Angel admitted. “When you put it that way, it sounds pretty stupid.”

      “It just doesn’t sit right with me.” Alison rubbed her chin. “If they get to the Vault and open it, wouldn’t they just leave everyone else alone? Old World Magic is restored. There’s no reason to fight anymore. But the Reawakening have been so close, yet they act as if they still need to fight us. Doesn’t it seem like something is missing?”

      “I can’t see Reave turning peaceful,” Tilly said. “I don’t even know if he still remembers why he’s fighting. He’s just insane, and he’ll die that way.”

      “Alison has a point, and it’s one I’ve thought about,” Angel admitted. “Too much of what has happened to us seems manufactured. The Star Fragments, the way the Reawakening acts, it doesn’t sit right with me. I’m well aware we’ve been set up to locate the Vault, even if my purple companion won’t tell me why. Unfortunately, I don’t know what their endgame is. Until I do, I’ve got to play along.”

      His arm crackled, although whether it was with agreement or annoyance was anyone’s guess. The group let the conversation trail off and took to looking out the chopper’s windows as the Barren passed beneath them.

      Three days later, the arrow at the center of the Key abruptly changed direction. All of them nearly missed it before Silver let out a string of curses and turned the wheel.

      “Damn thing is pointing behind us,” Silver said. The arrow moved with their turn, remaining fixed at what appeared to be a flat expanse of sand.

      “No Buried God,” Alison observed.

      “Could be underground, like it was at Starfall,” Lilian said. “I wouldn’t count on it.”

      “I don’t know if they could hide the one with a relic in it,” Angel said, pulling his eyepiece down and peering down at the Barren. There wasn’t a single trace of magical energy anywhere around them. “I’m pretty sure I would have picked it up.”

      “I’m not sure how much I trust your eye thing when a big pile of magic is supposedly right below us,” Silver grumbled, pulling a lever and bringing the chopper down at a steady rate.

      “We’ve got a problem,” Lilian said. She cocked her head to the side. “There’s nowhere to hide the chopper, and the Vault is clearly underground. I just checked my map, and we’re basically in the center of the Barren. There isn’t a single city in the area to hide at.”

      “I already thought of that,” Silver said. “You and Angel can head in there while I bring the thing a good distance away and park it there. I’ll come back with my skates.”

      “There are monsters in the area. You need someone to watch your back,” Angel said. “Traveling alone in this area is a death sentence, even with your skill. What would you do if a Vyrg popped up?”

      “I can go with him,” Tilly said. “We’d be able to escape at the very least. Just let us keep the Key once you get inside the Vault so we can follow you in.”

      “What if we need the Key for something within the Vault?” Lilian asked.

      Angel pulled Blue out. Before he could even word his question, the artifact responded.

      “The Key’s primary purpose was bringing you here. All other mechanisms in the Vault do not require its use.”

      “Then there we have it,” Silver said. The chopper lowered onto the sand, touching down gently and kicking up a small cloud around them before its rotors slid to a halt. “Out with you. Let’s crack this Vault open.”

      Once the chopper landed, they all hopped out onto the sand. Angel examined the Key, then looked around the desert. Another scan with his eyepiece revealed nothing but empty sand in every direction, but the Key’s arrow was pointing straight beneath their feet. If he didn’t know better, Angel would have sworn that there was nothing below them.

      “So how does that thing work?” Alison asked. “Do you have to put it on the ground or something?”

      “Not a bad idea,” Angel said, tossing it onto the sand gently. They waited a few moments, but nothing happened. “Nope. That’s not it.”

      He sat down beside the Key and frowned, rubbing his chin. There was only a single spot for the Key to draw energy from, so it wasn’t like there were different ways to turn it on. He hadn’t built any switches or other ways to change its mode either, so it had to be used as is.

      “Any help here?” Angel asked, pulling Blue out and turning the artifact on.

      “I can activate it. Place the Key on the sand and allow me to link with you as we did on the Buried God.”

      Angel did as he was instructed, letting out a slow breath as the presence of the Star Fragment tickled the back of his head. It wasn’t so much it being inside his head as it felt like it was standing over him, operating his body like a puppet.

      It had him raise his hands over the Key and start muttering in a language he didn’t understand, but even the slightest thought or movement broke the Star Fragment’s control over him.

      After eight tries, it finally managed to complete whatever spell it was trying to cast. Purple lightning cascaded down from Angel’s hand, pouring through the Key and down into the ground beneath it.

      A distant rumble shook the ground. The sand shifted, crumbling inward on itself as a dark stone passageway started to unearth itself.

      “Hold on.” Angel gave his arm an accusatory stare. “Wasn’t that Old World Magic?”

      “Sure looked like it,” Lilian said.

      “You didn’t have a huge battery to draw from like we did on the Buried God,” Angel said, shaking his arm. “How did you do that?”

      “I possess some capabilities on my own,” Blue snapped. “I am the equivalent of a relic. It is not unrealistic for me to be capable of some basic magic.”

      “What else can you do?” Angel asked eagerly. “Can you teach me?”

      “Now might not be the time,” Alison said, nodding at the descending pathway before them. Sand was starting to trickle back down into it. It wouldn’t be long until the passage was buried beneath the ground once more.

      Angel pursed his lips. “This isn’t over. I can’t believe you could do actual Old World Magic this whole time and haven’t said a single damn thing. Are you sure we can get out of this trap safely?”

      “It can be reactivated from the inside,” Blue said. “I have no desire to live out the rest of my days buried beneath the sand as a sentient rock. The Key is now charged, so it should open the passageway again once it is shut. Don’t take too long, or the energy will dissipate, and you will not be able to open it without my help.”

      Angel knelt, picking the Key back up, and handed it to Silver. The former bandit inclined his head and headed back into the chopper with Tilly and Jake.

      “Good luck,” Silver said. Tilly waved, then pulled the door of the chopper shut. The rotors hummed to life, and it took to the air, flying away. Angel, Lilian, and Alison headed into the passage. The scorching rays of the sun quickly faded away as the three of them delved beneath the desert.

      A strong chill hung in the air, and Angel’s ears and nose quickly turned red. He tucked his hands into his armpits, shivering. The walls of the tunnel were completely made of plain rock, unadorned by magic and machinery. With no natural lighting within the passage, all they had to go by was the light from Angel’s eyepiece, Blue, and his glowing scars, which still managed to make themselves known even beneath his clothes.

      “How did this thing move?” Angel asked through chattering teeth. “And why in the Barren is it so damn cold?”

      “It’s pretty bad,” Lilian agreed. Her cheeks had grown significantly chubbier, and she looked a fair bit larger than Angel recalled. When she noticed him glancing, she shrugged. “I gave myself an insulating layer of fat to try to ward off the cold. It’s not the best, but it works.”

      “Useful power. All mine can do is make me glow purple,” Angel said irritably.

      “Do not disparage the gifts I have given you,” Blue said.

      “I won’t shit talk you when you stop being so snarky and lying all the time,” Angel shot back. “I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me how long we’re going to be walking in this freezing cold?”

      Blue crackled. “I do not know.”

      “Lot of good you are.”

      The artifact made a noise that sounded remarkably like a harrumph and floated to fly behind Angel’s head. As they wound deeper, the temperature finally started to rise once more. After nearly an hour of tedious walking, a lit archway came into view.

      Beyond it was a large, circular room with a massive iron door at its back. Faint white lines covered the floor of the room, interweaving and forming a beautiful pattern on the floor. From where they stood, it was impossible to make anything else out.

      “Chances that thing is one giant trap?” Alison asked as they carefully approached it. Angel held his hands out to make sure he was in the lead, and they stopped a few steps away from the doorway.

      “Almost one hundred percent,” Angel replied.

      “Chances we don’t set it off?”

      “Probably zero. The lines are so tight that it’ll be impossible to avoid touching the floor without my grappling hook. And if they’re this tight here…”

      He leaned forward and craned his head to peer at the walls. He was unsurprised to find faint, barely noticeable lines of Old World Magic carved into the walls. If he had to bet, there was probably some on the ceiling as well.

      “The whole thing is completely covered with the trap,” Angel reported. “Somebody wanted to make sure nobody could ever get past this without setting something off.”

      “What about flight, like what Lilian uses?” Alison asked.

      “Could work, but I don’t know what we’re dealing with here,” Angel said. “It doesn’t seem like a catacomb because of the lack of any Magitech, but at the same time, the tunnel moved via some magic. If it’s intelligent, we could get cut off if Lilian went ahead.”

      “So we’ve got to trigger the trap? What if it just blows us all up?” Lilian crossed her arms and frowned.

      “It’s a possibility, but it wouldn’t make much sense to have such a big room if they were just going to kill everyone who entered it,” Angel said. “It would be smaller, with much less room to maneuver or escape. Something like that wouldn’t exist in a catacomb, though. Not unless it was literally right next to the core. It would break the unspoken agreement catacombs and Seekers have, and everyone would stop going to that catacomb, effectively starving it of magic and killing it.”

      “If we survive this, I’d like to learn more about Seekers and catacombs,” Alison said. “The relationship between them is fascinating.”

      “If we survive, I’ll be glad to tell you all about it,” Angel said, rubbing his chin in thought. “But I think I know what this room is.”

      “It’s a challenge,” Blue said.

      “Thank you,” Angel said dryly. “That was going to be my line. But yes, I’m pretty sure whoever made this wants us to prove that we’re strong enough. That’s why it’s so big, but there’s no way to sneak past it. Normally, traps were set up so that the makers had a way to access whatever they were hiding without setting them off. I can’t see any possible way you could get through this without setting it off – unless we count flying. That does kind of throw a wrench into things.”

      “No point overthinking it,” Lilian said. “It’s not like we can turn around. Might as well face things head-on.”

      “Those would be horrible last words,” Angel said, shaking his head. He knelt, prying a loose rock from the ground. “Let’s at least see if we can get any information first. If it’s really meant to kill anyone who enters, it’s less likely to discriminate against what it blows up.”

      He lobbed the stone into the room. It bounced twice, sending faint flickers of white light coursing through the lines, then came to a stop. They all watched it with rapt attention. Nothing happened.

      “Next test,” Angel said, his arm whirring as a spell slotted into place. “Let’s see if it watches for magic.”

      A bolt of lightning leapt from his fingertips and struck the ground, sparking and skittering. Energy darted out of the impact zone, rippling through the lines and fading away. There was still no change.

      Angel scanned the room with his eyepiece, but nothing stuck out. Even the lines of Old World Magic were barely picked up. If he hadn’t been squinting, he might have missed them entirely.

      “Right,” Angel said with a sigh. “Nothing. Looks like a normal trap, as far as I can tell. All we can do is set it off and hope for the best, which is not a sentence I like saying.”
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      They squeezed into the archway, and Angel counted down from three. At zero, all of them stepped forward at the same time. Pulses of white energy rippled out from where their feet touched the ground, passing through the room and up the walls.

      Lines of Old World Magic pulsated like the lungs of a great creature drawing breath, and energy crackled across Angel’s skin. Brilliant white light shot throughout some of the lines, creating a new pattern upon the ground.

      A brilliant flash temporarily blinded all of them. It was followed by a heavy crash and the unmistakable whirr of machinery. Angel opened his eyes, squinting, as an enormous shadow slowly gained cohesion before them.

      The massive copper and bronze figure stood easily thirty feet tall and bore a strong resemblance to the damaged giant he had fought in a catacomb long ago. Unlike that monster, this one bore a huge hammer in one of its hands. The other one was missing, ripped off just below its elbow. Wires and blue fluid dripped from it, splashing across the floor as the great creature’s eyes slowly lit a cherry red.
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      “You’ve got to be kidding me. I’m getting blocked from its stats,” Angel said, a spell clicking into place in his arm as the tubular relic emerged from his palm. “Move!”

      They broke away from each other. Lilian and Alison darted to either side of the room while Angel darted straight for the giant. It opened its metal mouth, revealing rows of jagged silver spikes that resembled teeth, and let out a roar.

      Runes lit across its chest, and an orange hue formed within its throat. Angel fired his grappling hook at the construct and whipped himself in a circle. Molten fire erupted from the giant’s mouth, superheating the air and singeing his hair as he narrowly avoided the flame.

      The giant turned as Angel launched himself up onto its shoulder. He immediately regretted his decision as smoke rose from where he’d landed. He swore, jumping off and firing his grappling barb into the ceiling to put distance between himself and the monster. Angel spun in midair, lining up a shot and firing a thick bolt of lightning from his palm.

      It struck the giant in the side of its head, snapping it to the side and cutting off the stream of fire. The giant staggered, letting out a roar and taking a step back. Its cheek was blackened and warped from the attack, but it hadn’t penetrated its armor.

      The earth shook as the giant stomped on the ground, swinging its hammer for Lilian. Her wings erupted from her back, and she shot out of the way, slamming her huge sword into its hand with all her might once she was safe.

      A loud clang rang through the room, and the giant’s arm dented. It roared, sending a wave of fire rushing toward the woman. She flew back, dodging the stream. On the other side of the room, Alison drew a rune in the air. A spear of frost hissed out from it, piercing into the giant’s shoulder and making it stumble.

      Angel, who had been preparing another spell, let it drop and swung for Alison with all the speed he could muster. He slammed into her, and she let out a muffled cry. The giant’s hammer crashed into the ground where they’d been standing, shaking the floor but failing to even dent it.

      Alison untangled herself from Angel, grimacing from the force he’d struck her with. She raised a hand over his shoulder and fired another spear of frost, striking the giant in the chest. She immediately whimpered and yanked her arm back, cradling it.

      “I think I messed something up when you hit me.”

      “Sorry,” Angel grunted. “It was that or the hammer. You’ll heal.”

      He threw his board down, shooting for the giant’s feet. Lilian darted up the monster’s arm and dove at its head, driving her sword through one of its eyes. Its roar shook the room, and it reared up, slamming the stump of its hand into its own head to try to crush her.

      Lilian pivoted around her blade, vaulting out of the way just before the huge construct slammed her sword even deeper into its skull. Magitech popped and hissed, but the monster didn’t stop moving.

      Angel aimed up as he passed between its legs, blasting it with an empowered ice spell. Steam exploded from the back of his arm, and the force of the spell knocked him into a spin. If it weren’t for the runes keeping his feet connected to the board, he would have lost it entirely. Instead, he fell onto his back and skidded across the smooth stone, the board still attached to his feet.

      Ice ripped across the giant’s lower body, seeping deep into its metal flesh. Alison drew another rune, her face twisted in pain, and a thin stone pillar rose from beneath the giant. It punched through the lower area that Angel had frozen, shrieking as it dug into machinery and shattered glass.

      The giant shuddered and tried to swing the hammer once more, aiming in Angel’s general direction. He fired his grappling hook into its chest and yanked himself up, shooting up the monster’s chest using his board and launching off its shoulder into the air. He grabbed its head as he passed, pulling with all the might his enhanced arm could muster. Steam hissed from the vents, and purple energy sparked, coursing down into the giant’s head as he pulled.

      With a resounding shriek, the head gave way, ripping apart from the giant’s body in a shower of blue coolant and hissing sparks. A gout of flame ripped from its neck, and it staggered, taking a single step forward before tilting forward and crashing to the ground. Lilian dove out of the way moments before it crushed her.

      They all watched the monster’s body apprehensively. It didn’t twitch, but none of them let their guard down until motes of blue light rose from the great creature’s body, splitting betwixt the three of them and flooding into their bodies.

      Angel drew in a sharp breath as the shooting cold magic coursed through his chest and into his heart before slowly fading away. He instinctively checked what gains he’d gotten from killing it.
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      “That wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be,” Lilian said, breathing heavily. She glanced down at her large sword, which was covered with dents from where she’d struck the giant. “Barren-cursed thing was hard, though. I’m going to need a new sword.”

      Alison shook her arm off and gave Angel an apologetic grin. “Sorry about getting mad at you. I know you saved my life. It was just–”

      “Heat of the fight,” Angel said, giving her an understanding nod. “Don’t worry about it. But Lilian is right; that wasn’t as hard as I expected. Especially given how I couldn’t read its stats and that the thing was already missing an arm.”

      The last motes of light faded away, leaving the room completely empty. Not a single trace of the giant remained. Even the floor was completely undamaged.

      “The golem is summoned from somewhere else when we step on a trap, right?” Alison asked.

      Angel nodded. “No idea where; that’s one of the things people have been trying to figure out for a long time. But the accepted theory is that they’re elsewhere, probably underground – especially the constructs.”

      “Then if they’re damaged but survive the fight…”

      “I’m with you. Someone came through here before us. I’ve very rarely come across traps with guardians that have already been damaged. I don’t know if the traps change what they summon or their summons repair themselves, but the conclusion is the same either way.”

      “They only destroyed its arm, though?” Lilian observed. “Seems a bit strange. It was pretty fast, and it would have been faster if it could have held that hammer in both hands. If they took an arm, they should have been able to finish the giant off without that much difficulty.”

      “Well, they could have used some artifact that only worked once or was difficult to set up,” Angel replied. “But it certainly does seem strange. Sitting around wondering won’t do us much good, though.”

      Lilian nodded, and all of them headed toward the large doors at the back of the chamber, readying themselves for whatever might lie beyond.

      A thick Magitech as large as Angel hung between the doors. It would have been significantly more effective had it not been split down the middle, parted perfectly as if someone were dissecting it.

      “Well, someone was definitely here before us,” Lilian said.

      “Couldn’t tell,” Angel said with a grunt, shifting one of the pieces of the lock back with his mechanical arm to get a better look inside it. “This was reinforced with runes. Whatever cut this was very dangerous.”

      “Should we keep going?” Alison asked. “What if this is an ambush?”

      “Then, after all the work they’ve gone through to get us here, they probably deserve to get it off,” Angel replied. “I find it hard to believe some random people stumbled across this. That means the only ones here are going to either be the Reawakening or the third party who has been messing with us this whole time.”

      “But what are the chances Reave beat us here?” Lilian asked. “We don’t even think he has a working Key.”

      “I don’t think it’s Reave,” Angel said. “Reave doesn’t strike me as the type to hold back, and this cut was very precise. Destroying only the lock without damaging the door or anything else doesn’t strike me like him. Then again, you know him better than I do. What do you think?”

      “You’re right,” Lilian admitted. “So it’s the third party, then?”

      “Most likely,” Angel said with a grim nod. “Get ready for a fight. We’re going to go meet them.”

      Lilian readied her sword, and Alison raised her arms. Angel pushed on the doors with a grunt. Steam hissed from his arm as pistons chugged in it, putting out the maximum amount of strength that he had to give.

      Slowly, one of the doors ground open. Angel paused once it was just a crack and squinted, trying to see into whatever lay beyond. All that met him was darkness. With no other option, he leaned into the door once more and shoved it open.

      A light blinked on in the distance. Another followed it. With a series of clicks, a pathway illuminated itself before them. It descended into the ground in a straight line, coming to a stop before an enormous, circular platform with seven chairs, all facing away from them. The chairs were curved at the top, blocking any view of them from above. Everything else was pitch black. Even Angel’s eyepiece failed to pick anything up within it.

      “Should I blow it up?” Alison whispered.

      “I was strongly considering it,” Angel replied in the same tone. “But this is also the Vault. This could be how we can bring back Old World Magic. That also means that there’s probably some very, very dangerous tech here. Stuff we don’t want to blow up if we can avoid it, since it might take us with it.”

      Alison gave him a minute nod. Lilian took the lead, keeping her sword raised before her as the three headed into the darkness. The lights faded as they walked past them. Angel knelt as they walked, sweeping a hand through the darkness on the other side of the lights. It passed through thin air.

      “Don’t step off the path,” Angel suggested.

      They continued down the path. Angel kept waiting for the doors to slam shut behind them, but they never did. The three of them got to the edge of the lit platform. Angel cleared his throat. “Hello?”

      There was no response.

      “Maybe whoever got here first fell off the bridge?” Alison whispered.

      “Or they messed with something they shouldn’t have,” Angel said. A spell clicked into his arm, and he slowly approached the chairs, scanning the ground with his eyepiece. Not even a single trace of magic showed up.

      He reached the first chair and spun it around with his foot, ready to fire a spell off at a moment’s notice. The chair was empty. Angel’s heart thumped in his chest, and he approached the next chair. He raised his foot and spun it around.

      It moved slower than the other chair, but by the time Angel realized that, it was too late. A familiar man sat in the chair, leaning his chin in his palm. Long white hair framed his face, hanging low past his shoulders.

      “Hello, Angel,” Soul said, a grin stretching across his leathery face. “It’s been a while.”

      Angel shot a bolt of lightning into his face. It wasn’t entirely intentional – he was so surprised that the spell slipped loose almost of its own accord, but it still struck Soul across the chin and knocked his head back hard against the metal chair.

      Lilian’s sword wavered, and her eyes went wide. “Soul?”

      Alison looked from Angel to Lilian. Soul brushed himself off with a sigh. “Not the greeting I was expecting.”

      “I killed you,” Angel said, taking a step back. “This is impossible. I saw your body. You’re dead.”

      “Oh, you sure did,” Soul said with a chuckle. “Got me good. Had no idea you were going to do it, either. Completely took me by surprise. I really do have to applaud you for that one. I’d been working with that body for a while, so imagine how peeved I was when you trapped it.”

      Lilian’s grip tightened around her sword, and she raised it again. “I saw your body too, Soul. How are you alive? Who are you, really? Why did you leave the Reawakening when everything was falling apart? You could have stopped our Magitech from falling apart. You could have kept all of this from happening.”

      “That’s a lot of questions, Lilian,” Soul said. Angel shot him with another lightning bolt. The spell slammed his head into the back of the chair with a loud crack. Soul swore.

      “Would you stop that?”

      “How are you resisting my magic?” Angel demanded. “Two direct hits from a lightning bolt should have at least fazed you.”

      Soul sighed. “You’re making it very difficult to speak. Use that artifact of yours on me, boy.”

      Angel narrowed his eyes and activated his eyepiece.

      
        
        Race: Human, Magitech

        Name: Soul

        Level 9112

        Status: Healthy

      

      

      
        
        Information accuracy: 82%

        Strength: 1522

        Intelligence: 9224

        Nimbleness: 2268

        Toughness: 5210

      

      

      
        
        Rating: Impossible

      

      

      
        
        Weak point(s): None

        Element(s): None

      

      

      The blood ran out of Angel’s face. The System was flawed and often inaccurate, and he knew better than anyone that its readings weren’t a real indicator of strength. But there was a difference between Reave and his triple-digit number and Soul with a four-digit one.

      “How?” Angel asked, his mind racing. The path back to the doors was unlit, but if he shot a lightning bolt down the cavern, it should light it up for long enough for them to escape and formulate an actual plan.

      “Didn’t you think it strange?” Soul asked. “All the other Star Fragments possess Old World Magic, but not once while we were traveling did you see mine do anything? You didn’t know I had one at the time, of course. But you do now. The Reawakening’s names all have meaning, as I’m sure you’ve gathered. What do you think my power is, Angel?”

      “You’re immortal?” Angel guessed, trying to buy more time to think. He didn’t think for a second that Soul was actually interested in chatting. The man had to be playing at something else, but Angel’s brain was shorting out.

      “Close,” Soul said. “I simply have no need for a corporeal form. So, to answer your earlier question, I didn’t survive. You killed that body, but I had another. They aren’t so hard to come by if you have the proper resources.”

      “Then why?” Lilian demanded. “If you didn’t die, why didn’t you come back to the Reawakening? You must have known how bad things were getting, and you were there while I was out on missions that I thought were going to help people. At least, some small part of me still believed that, even if I’d realized it was no longer true. We were supposed to bring back Old World Magic to help the Barren, but the Reawakening is destroying it!”

      Soul clicked his tongue in disappointment. “I am sorry, Lilian. You were always a passionate one. It’s why I had to make sure you were away from base as much as possible. I couldn’t have you getting too involved. But you’re very sorely mistaken about one thing.”

      “Oh? And what is that?” Lilian asked, her knuckles turning white around the hilt of her dented sword.

      “I didn’t join the Reawakening to bring back Old World Magic,” Soul said. “I joined it to make sure it stayed gone forever.”
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      “That doesn’t make any sense at all,” Angel said, losing his train of thought and staring at Soul in disbelief. “All you ever wanted to do was find Old World Magic.”

      “Oh, Angel,” Soul said, shaking his head. “You were my most promising student, you know. A natural talent for working with Magitech, marred by a stubborn streak that I could never grind out of you. I was seeking Old World Magic all right, but not to bring it back. You weren’t there during the Great War, boy. I saw what it did to the cities. To the Barren. To all of us. It is a cursed, wretched thing that the common man should never have gained access to.”

      “The common man?” Lilian asked, her eyes narrowing. “We were fighting for the common man!”

      “And what do you think I’m doing now?” Soul asked, drumming his fingers on the armrest of his chair. “I am taking a sharp sword from the hands of children before they cut themselves with it.”

      “Then why join the Reawakening in the first place?” Alison asked. “If you were going to try to destroy Old World Magic, wouldn’t they be going against everything you wanted?”

      “That’s exactly why he joined,” Angel said, realization finally falling upon him. “That’s why they’re so damn incompetent. Soul found the people who would be strong enough to pose a threat and possibly bring Old World Magic back. He joined them, integrating himself into their ranks, and designed Magitech to help them. But I’d be willing to bet that’s the angle I missed. Your Magitech was intentionally flawed, wasn’t it, Soul?”

      “That’s my boy,” Soul said, a grin stretching across his face. “It was some of my finest work. So subtle that those bumbling fools would never notice. A steady stream of minute amounts of toxic metals directly into their bloodstreams. It’s healed by the magical energy within them, but it builds up over time, impairing decision-making, making them easy to manipulate. Lilian withstood it because of her Star Fragment’s unique gift. The others were not so lucky.”

      “Why go through all of that?” Lilian demanded. “You and Heart were the ones who sought us out. We thought we were going to fix the world, you bastard!”

      “Twofold reasons, Lilian,” Soul replied, sounding all too happy to explain. “First, if I made enough noise about wanting to restore Old World Magic, I knew the fanatics would flock. You have no idea how many survivors of the Great War showed up, hoping to join the ranks of the great Reawakening. They never made it past Heart, of course. We thinned the herd of those who would oppose us long before they could ever even begin to realize what was really happening. Soon, after a few hundred years, we had hunted down every great Tinkerer who survived the Great War.”

      “When Heart died?” Lilian asked, taking a step back.

      “Died?” Soul asked, rising from his chair with a sinister grin. “Oh, Lilian, Heart never died. He never even lived.”

      A creak to Soul’s left drew their attention as a chair spun around, revealing a gangly man. His body was entirely made out of Magitech parts, each one intricately detailed and covered with runework. His metal face split into a grin, and skin sprouted all over his body, stretching out like a living blanket to wrap the figure’s face. At its core was a glimmering red Star Fragment.

      Within seconds, the metal was covered in a mask of a kindly man’s face, tanned and wrinkled by the sun. “Hello, Lilian.”

      Lilian screamed, charging at Soul and swinging the blade at his neck with all her might. He didn’t even budge. The weapon struck him with a loud clang and bounced off, a new dent in it.

      “Ouch,” Soul deadpanned. “That was rude.”

      Angel’s hands clenched, but he didn’t even bother trying to attack Soul directly. He knew the strength of his magic, and it wasn’t going to even scratch the man. He needed something else, and that meant he had to keep the man talking. He gestured for Alison to stand down and save her energy.

      “Stop, Lilian,” Angel said. “You can’t hurt him, and one counterattack could kill you. He wants something from us.”

      “Very good,” Soul praised, taking a blow across his chin and not even flinching. Lilian raised her hand to hit him again, breathing heavily. Instead, she spat on his cheek and took a step back to stand beside Angel.

      “So? What do you want?” Angel demanded.

      “I discovered the Vault about a hundred years ago,” Soul said, sitting back down in his chair and crossing one leg over the other. “Unfortunately, I also discovered that the last remnants of Old World Magic were very well protected. I required an enormous amount of power to open the Vault.”

      “The Buried Gods,” Angel muttered. “You weren’t using them to find anything. You were charging their cores to use as batteries?”

      “This is why I didn’t kill you when you were a child,” Soul said, clapping politely. His face darkened, and he dropped his hands. “And then you went and did something I didn’t want you to.”

      “We destroyed some of the Buried Gods,” Lilian said.

      “That’s right. You ruined my batteries, and I needed all of them.” Despite his words, Soul didn’t seem as angry as he should have been.

      Angel’s focus moved to Heart. Soul’s words from earlier were still resonating in his head. Every Star Fragment had a purpose. So what did Heart’s do? The man, if he could even be called that, was entirely machine. With the number of runes on him, Angel wouldn’t have been surprised if the man was as resilient as a tank.

      His eyes widened imperceptibly, and he squinted at Soul. He looked identical to how Angel remembered him. What were the chances of two completely organic bodies being that similar?

      “So you’re going to help me out,” Soul continued. “The magical energy in your bodies isn’t much, but if I combine it with the rest of your companions and the remaining Reawakening members headed this way now, I should just barely have enough.”

      Angel flexed his fingers, sending a mental request to his Star Fragment to keep itself contained. He’d only have one chance at this.

      “Why did you train me in the first place?” Angel asked. “You brought me up to want to find Old World Magic. Was there even a purpose, if that goes against everything you’re truly working for? It’s not like a random child ever would have been a threat to you.”

      “Even I get lonely,” Soul replied with a shrug. “You were a fun side project, but you were too damn interested in Old World Magic. But, in the end, you accomplished my goals for me. Congratulations, Angel. You’re just about to finish putting the last nail in the coffin of the Reawakening so I can finish what I started all those years ago. I could have done it myself, but this was so much more satisfying. I might be difficult to kill, but dealing with their Old World Magic might have been hard, even for me. All those years I spent training you weren’t completely wasted, even if you couldn’t see reason. I was originally just planning to wait out what remained of their miserable lives, but you’ve accelerated things quite nicely.”

      Angel pressed his lips together and nodded in Heart’s direction. “What does his Star Fragment do?”

      Soul’s head turned for just an instant. Angel leapt for the man, purple lightning crackling across his arm, and wrapped his metal hand around the other man’s face. He slammed Soul’s head into the back of the metal chair with a bang.

      Energy flooded into Angel’s arm as his Star Fragment drained Soul. Soul screamed as his skin melted away, revealing the metal beneath.

      Alison thrust her hands forward, drawing two runes in quick succession. Twin bolts of jagged yellow lightning streaked past Angel and struck Soul in his hands, sending a shower of sparks raining from him.

      Soul snarled and jerked his head up, breaking the Seeker’s nose with the back of his own metal hand. Pain flared, and Angel’s vision flickered, going black for an instant. He didn’t let his grip on Soul slacken and continued to siphon magic from him.

      Lilian slammed her sword into Soul’s stomach. It bounced off with a grating screech, but she didn’t relent. The sword rose and fell in a series of unrelenting bangs. Heart rose from the other chair, running at them.

      A huge flash of light lit the room up. Heart flew back as a glimmering bolt of magic flew from Alison’s hands and struck him, hurling the metal man over the edge of the platform. He tumbled into the darkness below, vanishing without a sound.

      Soul’s eyes widened, and he mouthed something. The man slammed one of his hands into Angel’s stomach, tearing through skin and muscle like paper. Blood spouted from the wound as Soul ripped his hand free. Lilian threw her sword aside and tackled Soul, holding his hands down with all her strength.

      He threw her free, sending her flying into one of the chairs, and then reached up. By now, there was nothing left of his flesh. All that remained was metal and runework.

      His hand wrapped around Angel’s arm. Sparks flew as his grip started to tighten. Then his body jerked. The purple energy coursing through him delved deeper, wrapping around his core. Runes warped and gave way, disappearing in puffs of smoke as they burnt up.

      Soul let out a furious howl, then crumpled like a pile of scrap. Within seconds, all that remained of him was smoking metal.

      Angel stumbled back, steam and smoke rising from his arm. Soul seemed to cling to him from beyond the grave. He forced the charred remains of the other man’s body away and put a few feet between them, breathing heavily.

      Beside him, Lilian slumped down in one of the chairs, staring at her hands with a thousand-yard gaze.

      “Did we win?” Alison asked hesitantly, peering over the edge of the platform and into the darkness far below.

      “How could we?” Lilian asked. “We’ve been playing his game from the start. I can’t believe it. He was my friend!”

      Alison shifted awkwardly, her lips working as she searched for the right words to say but failed to find them. Angel was the one who broke the silence, shaking his head and letting out a bitter laugh.

      “I can’t believe it either. I thought we were so smart and lucky, always just slipping past Soul’s best efforts through our own skill and bullshittery.” His hands clenched. “We were just tools.”

      “But he’s dead now,” Alison said, nodding at the body. “You drained him.”

      “No.” Angel shook his head. “He told us himself, and there’s a reason. His Star Fragment lets him inhabit bodies. That metal body was just one of many, and he’s almost certainly relocated to another one by now. He isn’t stupid enough to actually let me drain him. Soul was always an egotistical bastard. This was just him bragging.”

      “What about Heart?” Alison asked. “He can’t have the same power as Soul did.”

      “I’m not convinced Heart was ever a real person,” Angel said. “He had the same metal form that Soul did. One way or another, there’s very little we can do about either of them now.”

      “So, what now?” Lilian asked. “Soul is trying to stop Old World Magic from coming back, but Reave is probably going to show up here pretty soon. I still don’t understand why Soul wouldn’t get rid of the remaining members of the Reawakening at this point.”

      Angel frowned, sitting up slightly straighter, a similar train of thought running through his own mind. “Yes, I was thinking about that as well. He’s trying to get something, but I don’t know what it is. That whole speech – it was to get us to do something, but I don’t know what it was. We’ve been playing into his hands for so long that I can’t tell what thoughts are my own and what he planted there.”

      “Does it matter?” Alison asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you still want to bring Old World Magic back, don’t you?”

      “Of course I do,” Angel said. “But Soul is alive–”

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” Alison insisted. “You wanted to bring it back whether he was here or not. Sure, you need to deal with him being alive now, but your original goal hasn’t changed. You’ve just got more things to worry about.”

      Angel mulled over her words, trying to push down the self-pity and anger building in his chest. He drummed his fingers on his thigh as he thought, angrily pacing around a chair. “I hate this. We’re missing something.”

      “You mean why Soul said all of that?” Alison asked. “Didn’t you say it was just ego?”

      “It could be,” Angel agreed. “But it doesn’t make sense. That conversation was too deliberate. Giving away all of your plans to the enemy is the act of a complete fool. Soul would never do something like that.”

      “Maybe he thinks there isn’t anything we can do about it,” Lilian said bitterly. “We’ve been doing everything he wants us to do anyway. Maybe this is just the way he gets us to take the next step of his plan.”

      “The slightest chance,” Angel muttered. His neck prickled, and goosebumps raced down his arms. “Lilian, get out of that chair.”

      “What? Why?” Lilian asked, but she stood up and raised her sword, glancing around the dark room.

      “Alison, can you make a large light?” Angel requested, a spell sliding into place in his arm.

      Alison nodded and raised her hands into the air, bringing forth two large sparks of magic. Light slowly washed over the room, illuminating it for the first time. The platform they all stood on was suspended high in the air above a large pit. There was no sign of the path they’d used to walk down from the doors, which were far above them in the sky.

      Runes covered the ground beneath them, interlocking and traveling down dozens of metal wires that hung from the walls, connecting to their platform. Angel’s gaze traced the lines to the walls and froze.

      Corpses hung from the walls, suspended from ancient Magitech. There must have been thousands of them, their eyes sightless, bodies twisted and grotesque. The machinery in the walls was practically interlocked with them, making it nearly impossible to tell where the humans ended and the metal began. Many of the victims were warped unnaturally, their mouths stretched too far open in a mockery of a scream or flattened across the wall as if their innards had been removed entirely.

      “Buried Gods,” Alison said, clapping a hand over her mouth and nearly tripping over her own feet. She doubled over, throwing up on the ground before she could stop herself.

      Angel tore his gaze away from the bodies and to the runes. “I need to figure out what this does. Lilian, try to figure out how to get us out of here. The doors are too far for me to grapple, and your wings can’t lift more than one person.”

      Lilian nodded, snapping herself out of her surprise. “Right. But what in the Barren is this place?”

      “Exactly what we were told it is. The Vault,” Angel replied grimly while she started pressing on the chairs, searching for a hidden button. “What better place to hide the bodies of people seeking Old World Magic than the one place nobody could find?”

      “But why are they part of the wall?” Alison asked in disgust, wiping her mouth and averting her eyes.

      “Power. He was trying to open the door through human sacrifice, and optimized things to get as much energy as possible.” Angel ran a finger along the runes. The pattern was complex – not so much that he couldn’t decipher it, but enough that it would take him far too long to figure out. He pulled Blue out and tried to activate it, but the artifact remained off.

      “But… why are they in the wall?” Alison repeated. “The people Reave killed to power the Buried God weren’t… twisted like this.”

      Angel tried to activate Blue again. The artifact didn’t respond. He swore, shoving it back into his bag. Another mystery that he didn’t have time to deal with yet. Angel activated his eyepiece, trying to illuminate a patch of runes beneath a seat. No light emerged.

      He paused, then tapped it. It was dead. Angel grabbed his board and tossed it down. It clattered to the ground, the rotors failing to activate.

      “My artifacts aren’t working,” Angel said, dread growing in his chest. “Lilian, are your wings functional?”

      “Let me check.” The wings sprouted from her back. Her brow creased in concentration, but they didn’t budge. “Shit.”

      “He’s deactivating them somehow,” Angel muttered, turning back to the runes and pacing around the platform, trying to put the pattern together. He knelt, peering down at one of the lines that led over to the wall, and examined the runes on it. Alison moved to give him better lighting, still averting her eyes from the walls.

      A pattern started to emerge. The more he studied it, the more simple Angel realized it was. He spun, squinting up at the top of the pit.

      “Can you send the light up there?” Angel asked, pointing.

      Alison swallowed and nodded, thrusting her hands out. The mote of energy shoved away from her, floating up to illuminate eight large indentations in the wall. Five of them had a metallic sphere in their center, while the remaining three sat empty. Dozens of wires ran from the empty slots, connecting to the ground beneath their feet.

      Angel traced the other lines connecting to it just to confirm his theory, but now that he knew what he was looking for, it took him almost no time. Every single one of them led back up to the same three empty spots.

      “This platform is one giant activation switch,” Angel said. “It’s meant to send power up to that array. Soul’s already got the cores of five Buried Gods in the wall.”

      “Why isn’t it doing anything, then?” Alison asked.

      “It needs a trigger,” Angel replied. “Human sacrifice – or more power. A lot more power.”

      A hum ran through the room. Their eyes all shot up to the door above them as platforms rose from within the darkness, floating up to form a pathway leading down to them. Standing in the doorway, bandages tattered and falling away from his pockmarked body, was Reave.

      “I hope I haven’t kept you waiting,” he hissed.
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      “Shit. Soul’s going to have us kill each other to give him the last bit of power he needs,” Angel said, raising his arm. He grabbed several prefilled canisters from his travel pack and shoved them into his arm while Reave started down the floating stairwell toward them.

      “Reave, wait!” Lilian said. “You don’t understand. Soul is manipulating us.”

      Reave let out a wheezing laugh. His eyes glowed, but there wasn’t a speck of sanity to be found within their tortured depths. A damaged Magitech wing unfurled from his back, its broken partner sparking and scraping along the platform behind him.

      The remaining bandages on his ravaged body unfurled, revealing pockmarked skin bubbling with plasma. Miniature arcs of red lightning danced across his body, searing into him and creating new wounds.

      “Try to dash past him for the exit,” Angel said grimly. “I’m the only one who can stop his lightning, so I’ll hold him off and then grappling hook to safety.”

      The others nodded. Reave’s lips split open in a cracked grin, and he let out a cackle, dashing down the stairs. Angel and his companions sprinted up to meet him. Purple lightning flared around Angel, surging around him and reaching out to grab Reave.

      Reave whipped his hands forward. Plasma splashed across the ground and flew through the air in a wide arc toward the party. Lilian turned the flat of her sword toward the attack and shifted to stand in front of the girls, blocking the magic with the weapon. It sizzled and popped, melting several large holes into it.

      Then Angel was upon him. He drove his metal shoulder into the Reawakening member, trying to fling him over the edge of the floating stairs. Reave snarled, spittle flying from his lips as he met the charge and stood firm, not even budged by the strike.

      Purple energy surged into his body, ripping the energy from him hungrily. Reave backhanded Angel, sending him staggering back a step. Lilian caught him before he could fall off.

      “Go!” Angel yelled, firing a bolt of lightning at Reave. It struck the man in the shoulder, knocking him back slightly. A canister ejected from his hand, clattering across the stairs and falling into the void beneath them.

      Angel’s companions took advantage of the brief moment of distraction and shot past Reave, making for the open exit. Reave bared his teeth and stepped to stand between Angel and escape.

      “The traitor and the others don’t matter,” Reave said, forming an arc of plasma in his hand. “You are at fault. I never should have listened to her request to save your life. I would have saved myself the trouble.”

      “Maybe there was still a part of you that wasn’t completely poisoned and corrupted yet,” Angel said, biding his time to wait for an opening. “Soul is manipulating you, you know. He doesn’t want to bring back Old World Magic. He wants to destroy it.”

      Plasma arced from Reave’s chest, forcing Angel to dive back. He stumbled, nearly falling off the platform before he managed to right himself. A blast of frost shot from Angel’s palm, but red energy seared across Reave’s body, melting the spell away before it could even reach him.

      “You’ll say anything to survive, worm,” Reave snarled. His wings hissed and popped as he extended them to the best of his ability. Tendrils of plasma shot through them, lighting the massive weapons up. Large portions of the pattern were missing or damaged, and the Magitech shuddered dangerously with every breath he drew.

      Angel threw another bolt of lightning at Reave while trying to search for a way to get past the man. Reave was completely beyond reason at this point. He wasn’t even sure if Reave could still be called a man.

      Reave screamed, throwing his arms upward as if in rapture. A fountain of plasma leapt from him. Purple energy rose to meet it, protecting Angel from the attack as he darted for Reave. He didn’t dare leave Reave standing behind him, so he dove into the man’s leg.

      The surprise attack was enough to catch him off guard, and both men tumbled to the ground in a pile of limbs and magical energy. Angel’s arm and upper chest screamed in pain as some of the plasma got past his Star Fragment’s barrier and dug into his flesh, cooking it.

      He ignored the pain and grabbed Reave by his already damaged wing. Energy surged around them as his own magic drew from the Reawakening member, siphoning his power. Reave drove a knee into Angel’s chest, breaking a rib and tossing him back.

      Angel’s legs slipped off the platform before he managed to dig his fingers into the ground, finding purchase and stopping himself from falling off. He grunted, pulling himself back up just in time to catch a vicious blow to the nose.

      He screamed, vaguely aware of the purple light flashing around him to stop Reave’s magic. A hand shot out, grabbing him by the hair and lifting him into the air. Agony thrummed from Angel’s nose down through his head and into his body, but he forced his eyes open. Reave’s savage face was just inches from his own. A spell clicked into place in his arm.

      “I’ve never enjoyed killing someone more than I’m enjoying this,” Reave rasped. Plasma popped from one of his eyes. Angel’s Star Fragment was drawing heavily on him, but Reave didn’t even seem to notice anymore.

      Angel thrust his palm into Reave’s chest and unloaded a blast of frost, desperately wishing he had time to utilize the empowered relic. Ice spread across Reave, but he ignored it. Plasma gathered in his good hand, forming into a blade even as his wings crumpled and collapsed behind him.

      Slowly, Reave lifted the blade, lining up a killing blow. There were no more words to be said. Angel drew every last ounce of strength he had and jerked himself back as hard as he could. He didn’t manage to break Reave’s grip, but the other man staggered slightly.

      Angel lunged forward, ignoring the plasma blade as it scored across his shoulder and neck, and threw his leg behind Reave’s. Driving his shoulder into the other man’s chest, he twisted his body and threw all his weight behind it, sweeping Reave’s legs out from below him.

      Reave slipped back and pitched over the edge of the platform, but his grip on Angel’s hair didn’t relent. Both men tumbled over the edge of the platform and hurtled into the darkness below.

      Falling didn’t seem to hinder Reave in the slightest. Lit only by the light surrounding them, he swung his weapon at Angel’s neck. Angel barely managed to deflect the blow and drove his elbow into Reave’s neck.

      They spun through the air, trading blows while their magic fought a war around them. Wind howled past Angel’s ears, an ever-present reminder of the ground that was surely approaching them.

      Angel managed to tear himself away from Reave’s hold, losing a fair amount of hair in the process, and grabbed the board from his back. He swung it with both hands, striking Reave in the face and knocking his head to the side. Blood joined the dance in the air around them.

      The Star Fragment’s purple energy was finally taking its toll on Reave. His movements grew slower and his resistance weaker. Angel rained blows down upon him, steam vanishing in the air around them before it could even build up from the vent valve. Every strike cracked and shattered parts of Reave’s body.

      Soon, the other man was completely limp. Angel drove several more brutal strikes into him, making sure his opponent was truly dead. The battle haze relented, and his eyes darted around.

      Somehow, they were still falling. Angel glanced at the board in his hand, dented but still probably functional. It wasn’t about to do much at this speed, but he activated it anyway and pushed away from Reave’s body.

      The board hummed, struggling to resist the pull of the ground below them. There was no longer enough light to even make out where it was. Angel twisted himself, pushing down the pain that protested in just about every part of him, and aimed at what he sincerely hoped was a wall.

      He took an instant to hope that the new magical energy he’d gained in the past few days would be enough to save his battered body, then fired the hook. It whizzed through the air and punched into metal.

      Metal rope screamed from his arm, extending to its full length. Angel forced the tension out of his body as much as possible, then leaned back on the board for any cushioning he could get.

      The fall stopped abruptly with a violent screech as, for the second time, pistons were torn in his shoulder. He swung for the wall at an incredible speed, his board doing its very best to slow his acceleration.

      Angel’s last thought before he struck the wall was that it was pretty ridiculous that he’d managed to do this twice, and he really needed to invest in a better way to stop falls. Then he struck the wall, and the world went blissfully black.

      Angel awoke to a violent shock. The world felt hazy and gray, but he was warm. A gentle light hovered around him, enveloping his body like a blanket. In the distance, he could smell the faint scent of cinnamon and honey.

      There was no pain. There wasn’t even anger. All he felt was peace. A slow sigh slipped from his lips, and the light grew brighter. His hand twitched, and he lifted it, reaching for the warmth.

      Another shock racked his body, starting from his right arm and surging into his chest and head. The warmth vanished, and pure, unadulterated pain exploded through his chest. Angel screamed – a weak, whimpering whisper that barely made it past his lips before dying.

      He tried to grasp the peace he’d been feeling again, but it was gone. All that remained was molten agony coursing through every inch of his body. For the first time, he realized that his eyes were closed.

      Through sheer will, he forced them open. There was a rock in his chest. Or, more accurately, it was sprouting from his stomach. The jagged, spindly stone protruded nearly a foot out of his body and was stained red in the purple light glowing from his arm, which was torn to bits. Metal had been scraped and peeled away during the fall, revealing shattered gears and broken pistons.

      A spell canister had ruptured at some point, blowing a large section of his arm away and leaving a ragged hole behind.

      The scars on his chest were lit as well, shimmering with the same brilliant light that his arm possessed. Liquid tickled the back of his throat. He let his head turn to the side and coughed, spitting blood onto the warped stone below him.

      More blood rushed to take the place of what he’d just cleared, and he let out a gargling gasp. His body could barely muster the strength to move, much less fight against drowning.

      He spat blood again, then reached up with a trembling hand. Somehow, his right arm still responded to his commands, and he didn’t have the energy to question it. He wrapped his trembling digits around the jagged stone and pulled with all his strength.

      Angel whimpered, but his body was in so much pain that it almost didn’t register. With a wet squelch, he pulled himself free of the jagged protrusion and fell forward onto his face. Blood splattered once more, and a tiny cloud of sand and dust rose from where he fell, tickling his nostrils.

      He coughed again, voiding more blood from his lungs. He reached for his travel pack, a slow and laborious movement that took nearly a minute. By some stroke of luck, the pack had made it. Half of it, at least.

      The other half had been torn away at some point during the fall, taking the vast majority of his belongings along with it. He pushed past crushed canisters and nearly let out a sob of relief and pain as his fingers met a strip of jerky.

      His body was healing, but he didn’t have the energy to withstand such a fall without at least a little help. The jerky wasn’t going to do much, but it was better than nothing. He brought it up to his lips and pushed it inside his mouth, unable to even muster the energy to chew.

      Angel didn’t know how long he lay there, racked by pain and unable to even think. But, slowly, the magic in his body started to knit it back together. He managed to find another piece of jerky and sucked on it as well until he had gathered enough energy to chew.

      Finally, the wound stitched itself shut. It was far from healed, but he pushed himself upright using the very stone that had speared him to get his first real look at his bearings. His arm still shimmered with magic, though the wounds on his chest had returned to their normal purple glow.

      He could barely make out glimmers of metal surrounding him. Some were canisters, doubtless ruined by the fall, while others were just scrap metal or components that he didn’t recognize.

      Several paces to his side lay his board. It had shattered during the fall and was in two pieces that had somehow landed rather close to each other. Each was battered and scraped, almost beyond recognition.

      Angel let out a ragged sigh. The board had been through a lot with him, and it almost hurt as much as the healing wound in his chest to see it gone. Still, it had managed to save his life one last time.

      “You there?” Angel asked, rattling his right arm gently. It was just barely held together by wires and the remains of metal framework. One light blow would probably rip it in half.

      Lightning crackled across his arm, and a tiny grin flickered across Angel’s face. “Guess you can’t talk to me without Blue, can you? Damn. I hope that little thing made it. I really hope it made it.”

      There was another crackle. Angel grunted and pushed himself up to his feet, grimacing the entire way up. For all the things he did see, Reave’s body wasn’t one of them. He was absolutely certain that he’d killed the other man, but he was long past the point of trusting rational thought. When Soul was in the picture, he wouldn’t be satisfied until he saw Reave’s lifeless corpse and took care of it himself.

      Almost as if it knew what Angel was doing – which it might have – the Star Fragment summoned more lightning, lighting up the air around Angel so he could see better. The twisted bodies of Soul’s victims leered at him from the walls, forever a part of the foundations of the crazed man’s plans. Pressing his lips together, Angel set off to search.

      He didn’t have to look for long. A relieved sigh escaped his lips as he spotted a battered body nestled among a large group of rocks that had blocked it from his vision. One of Reave’s shattered wings protruded straight into the air, bent and warped badly.

      Angel trudged toward him and flipped the man over with his foot. His throat had been torn open, and he lay in a pool of thick, drying blood. The former Reawakening member’s eyes were cold and glassy in death.

      For the first time since Angel had seen it, Reave’s face wasn’t twisted into a snarl or grimace. It was scarred, but gentle and at peace. Angel shook his head. The wounds covering Reave were so deep that he could actually see bone, and most of them weren’t even from their fight.

      Even in death, plasma occasionally popped across Reave’s body. Angel bent over, prying the box containing the red Star Fragment open and wrapping it tightly in a scarf before tucking it into his pocket.

      “At least one of us gets to rest, you bastard,” Angel said, looking up. “When I die, we’re going to have some words. Poison or not, you were a real son of a bitch.”

      He knelt, closing Reave’s eyes and sitting down beside him. He wanted to run at the wall and try to clamber out of the pit, but that wouldn’t do the slightest bit to help him. His arm was in shambles, and he didn’t stand the slightest chance against Soul in a fight if he wasn’t in better shape.

      The components scattered across the floor around him were largely useless, especially without his scribe, which had vanished during the fall, but he still had Liquid Metal to do some basic repairs.

      To Angel’s relief, both of his relics were undamaged by the fall. His housing had done its job at least, even if it had been completely shredded.

      He gathered some scrap from around him and absorbed it into his arm, sealing over the worst of the damage. The act cost him a fair amount of mobility, but at least it wouldn’t fall off anytime in the near future.

      Angel then dug around in Reave’s body, liberating his core and the remaining Magitech that hadn’t been completely destroyed. He soon had a small pile of workable implements before him.

      Claiming a small piece of metal, he snapped off a portion of it and stuck it to his arm, using Liquid Metal to shape it into a thin stick before popping it back off. It was the worst scribe he’d ever seen, but it was the best he had at the moment.

      He channeled a spark of magic through it, and the energy hissed and popped, wasting the majority of it instead of directing it to the tip. Still, it would do for a very rough job, and that was what he needed at the moment. He didn’t have much time to waste.

      Angel got to work, patching his arm as best as possible to make sure it would last until he could really sit down and repair it properly – assuming Soul didn’t find him first.
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      While Angel didn’t know how long he’d been unconscious, he knew exactly how long it took him to make the emergency patch job for his arm. Twelve hours and fourteen minutes ticked by, but he was so focused on his task that it felt like less than an hour.

      The result was hardly pretty, and it was only a step beyond functional, but he was confident it would hold together. Angel flexed his fingers, grimacing at the slight delay in response and small shudder that the command sent through his arm. He looked back down at Reave, pausing for a few moments before reaching into his chest once more.

      With the Star Fragment still providing light, he paced through the pit, searching for anything of use. Most of what he found disappointed him. Shattered components and bones littered the ground, protruding like teeth.

      He was tempted to leave immediately, but Shield’s Star Fragment was still lying around somewhere on the ground, and he was loath to let it fall into Soul’s hands.

      “Come on,” Angel said, his voice raspy. “I know you’re connected somehow. Can’t you find it or something?”

      The lightning running across his arm crackled, a tiny tendril rising and pointing to his side. Angel glanced at it, then followed the line it made. He stepped over a metal-infused skull and worked his way in the direction the Star Fragment was indicating.

      A green glimmer caught his eye. Nestled in a cranny between two large rocks was a tiny green orb. It was entirely undamaged by the fall. He knelt, tearing a scrap away from his pants and wrapping the fragment before tucking it into his pocket.

      “Wish you did that earlier,” Angel grumbled.

      A crackle of lightning zapped him. He yelped, swatting at it fruitlessly. “Wait a minute. You were the one that woke me up?”

      Lightning crackled once more, and Angel grimaced. Talking to the Star Fragment without Blue was a massive pain.

      “Guess you still need me for whatever it is you’re working for,” Angel said. “Can’t blame you for that, and I suppose I’m in your debt. Do you happen to know where Blue might be? I’m rather attached to that little artifact.”

      The lightning pulsed once, then sank back into his arm until only a faint glow around him remained. Angel took that as a shrug. He sighed and chewed his lower lip. Soul had to know that something had gone wrong at this point, but the man still hadn’t arrived.

      Angel scanned the ground, his eyes alighting on Blue after nearly mistaking it for a piece of scrap. The artifact was dinged up and damaged, but it looked to somehow be in one piece. Letting out a relieved sigh, Angel tucked Blue away and set about to figuring out how to escape.

      Angel stared up at the rocky wall before him. It was jagged, with more than enough footholds to climb. The problem was that most of them looked like they had once belonged to someone else.

      He didn’t particularly fancy hugging a bunch of fossilized human remains, but he liked the idea of sticking around and waiting for Soul even less. With one last look at Reave’s shattered body, stripped and devoid of its Magitech, Angel turned to the wall and started up it.

      The going was slow. His grappling hook hadn’t been terribly damaged in the fall, but the firing mechanism was shot. With his arm stiffened, he moved far slower than he would have liked. And yet, he still moved.

      Minutes ticked by as Angel tried not to think about the haunted faces passing right before him as he climbed. Sweat trickled down his bare back, and the purple glow from his scars gave the room an eerie glow.

      After a few feet, all he could see was darkness. There was a faint pinprick of light far in the air above him, but aside from that, there was nothing. He trudged upward, moving his limbs mechanically.

      Weariness ate at him, but he didn’t let himself slow. The magic infused within Angel’s body worked at maximum strength to keep him going. He continued up the side of the pit, ignoring the burning in his arm and leg.

      Far above, the light started to grow brighter. Every inch brought him closer to it, and Angel focused himself entirely on reaching it. Slowly, the platforms that led out of the Vault slipped into sight.

      Angel drew on the last reserves that he didn’t even know he had, pushing himself even harder now that the end was in sight. A few minutes later, he finally crested the edge of the floating platform and was eye level with one of the platforms.

      He grunted, throwing himself from the wall as hard as he could to land on the platform. Angel landed in a roll, flopping out on the floor and gasping for breath once he came to a stop. The world spun above him, and his limbs trembled from exertion.

      He lay there for several minutes before finally mustering the strength to start moving again. With a sigh, Angel pushed himself into a seated position and then used one of the chairs to pull himself upright.

      Angel staggered up the floating platforms. He wound his way back through the Vault and up to the exit. As he turned the corner, Angel froze. The Vault was propped open by heavy metal bars covered in runes.

      Distant chatter from outside just barely reached his ears. He couldn’t tell exactly what was going on, but whomever the voices belonged to sounded pretty relaxed. Angel crept up to the entrance, ducking under the bars and padding up the sand to peek outside.

      Dozens of choppers sat around the entrance of the Vault, surrounded by guards wearing full Magitech armor. A huge anchor rested on the ground. Angel traced the thick metal rope connected to it up into the sky, where a blimp cast the entire area into shadow.

      “Would you look at that,” a mature woman’s voice said from behind him. Angel spun, recognizing whom it belonged to just as he came face-to-face with her.

      Magistrate Dalliah gave Angel a tight grin. “And here I thought you’d gone and offed yourself. The reports didn’t sound good.”

      Angel’s mouth worked, but he couldn’t find the right words. Dalliah chuckled at his baffled expression.

      “What are you doing here?” Angel finally managed. “Where are my companions?”

      “In my tent, speaking with some of my soldiers,” Dalliah replied, giving Angel a critical once-over. “They told me the fight had gone badly, but I didn’t realize just how bad it was. Your arm is in shambles.”

      “It was a small price to pay for what had to be done,” Angel replied, finally finding the rest of his voice. “But how are you here?”

      “Aside from getting into the habit of bailing you out?” Dalliah asked with an amused smirk. “I’ll let someone else explain that.”

      She walked into a tent behind one of the choppers, leaving Angel staring at her in shock. A moment later, Vanessa ran out from it, skidding to a stop in front of him with a huge grin.

      “Angel! I was really worried about you.”

      “I am completely and utterly lost,” Angel said. “How did you find us?”

      “Silver,” Vanessa replied, rubbing the back of her head with an embarrassed grin. “Mom knew he was going to go for the bracelet that controls his Serpentine Blade whether he won it or not, so she let the organizers in Molten Ridges know. They had it modified with sympathetic runes that would act like a tracker that we had an expert follow, so when we found out what was happening in Blackstone, I got her to muster an army and follow you.”

      “It took a little longer than I wanted,” Dalliah said. “There’s a lot of foot shuffling that has to be done when mobilizing my army so I don’t terrify all the neighboring Magistrates, and blimps are far from fast. Still, I didn’t want to sacrifice the firepower. There are still Buried Gods roaming around the desert.”

      Angel shook his head in disbelief. “You were tracking us? Again?”

      “If it ain’t broke,” Vanessa quipped.

      Dalliah smacked her daughter on the shoulder. “Talk properly when in the presence of our men. You are a Magistrate’s daughter, not some soldier.”

      Vanessa turned her nose up. “Alison and your companions were fighting against some people when we got here. Mom finished them off, but they crumbled away as soon as they died. We were hoping you might know about that.”

      “That would be Soul,” Angel said grimly. “You got here right on time, then. Do you know what lies below us?”

      “I have my suspicions, but you will fill me in,” Dalliah said, crossing her arms. “And then we are going to put an end to the Reawakening once and for all. I have other Magistrates mustering their armies as well. We will tolerate this no longer.”

      Angel would have liked to say that it took too long to explain everything that had happened to Dalliah, but he would have been lying. More than anything, he wanted to lie down and rest for a week.

      They went over everything he could share about the Reawakening over the next hour over the best plate of food that Angel could remember eating. What exactly was in it was a mystery to him – he barely had a chance to look before he shoved it into his mouth.

      Dalliah showed impressive reserve for someone who wasn’t used to waiting for others. She managed to make it an entire five minutes before she got impatient and moved the plate back a few inches to force Angel to explain everything.

      “So Soul is, for all intents and purposes, immortal,” Dalliah concluded. “And he’s trying to stop Old World Magic from coming back?”

      “That’s the gist of it,” Angel said. “The only member of the Reawakening left is the Mind, and something tells me that Soul is going to take care of him.”

      “That does bring up a very concerning question,” Dalliah said, drumming her fingers on the table. “Several, actually. First, why did he wait so long? If Soul is as powerful as you say, he should have been able to kill most of the Reawakening members already.”

      “The only logical answer is that he still needed them for something,” Angel said, pulling the plate of food back over to himself and shooting her a glare. Dalliah didn’t react, so he started filling his mouth once more.

      “But what?” Dalliah asked. “With today’s events, he should have been able to open the Vault and presumably get rid of whatever it is that allows Old World Magic to return in the future. Instead, he just let you kill Reave and tried to finish Silver and my future Tinkerer off.”

      “I was wondering about that as well. I thought it had been a long time since I fell down, but Soul didn’t seem concerned with finding me. In addition, Silver and Tilly were supposed to follow us in a few hours, not half a day later. What happened there?”

      Dalliah cleared her throat. “Don’t worry about that.”

      “What? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Some of my guards got a bit overzealous,” Dalliah said, narrowing her eyes. Angel’s skin prickled. “Silver still happens to be a wanted criminal, and the fool stopped wearing his mask, so he got recognized. It somehow took my idiot guards a fair amount of time to inform me that the person we were tracking had already been found and didn’t just happen to have ‘Wind Snake’s’ weapons.”

      Angel snorted. “Good to see that bureaucracy is still our greatest enemy.”

      “I was suitably busy with dealing with the fallout from Blackstone, so it took me far longer than it should have to catch what happened,” Dalliah said, her eye twitching slightly. “I sent them ahead to find you as soon as I did, and by the time we caught up once more, they were under attack.”

      “Right. You mentioned multiple people were attacking them,” Angel said. “Who were the others?”

      “According to your companions, they appeared to be the Reawakening,” Dalliah said grimly.

      “What? That can’t be right. Which members?”

      “Shield and Reave.”

      “Now I know that’s impossible,” Angel said. “I just killed Reave a bit ago. Ripped the Magitech out of his chest myself. There’s no way he could have been fighting anyone.”

      “Not to mention that you killed Shield on the Buried God at Blackstone,” Dalliah added. “They weren’t particularly difficult to fell, either. Neither exhibited any of the abilities given to them by their Star Fragments. They were just tough humanoids, and enough attacks will bring everyone down. Soul was no exception.”

      “Clones,” Angel mused. “But not the ones that Shield used. Those were from his Star Fragment. In a way, I can see how Soul would get them. We know he’s made multiple bodies for himself that look the same, so it isn’t impossible to believe that he had the ability to recreate the other Reawakening members. The real question is why.”

      “And what Heart has to do with this,” Dalliah added.

      “And that,” Angel agreed before letting out a heavy sigh. “Dalliah, we – or rather, I – have been playing into his hands from before you even approached me. I don’t know just how wrapped up in his web I am. I’m hesitant to suggest anything just because of the level of influence he’s had over me.”

      “I trust I can think for myself,” Dalliah said, interlacing her fingers. “And while Soul might have had an influence on you, you’re also the one who knows him the most out of everyone. What is he going to do next? There is no time for self-pity. Get over it. The Barren is at stake.”

      Angel scrunched his nose. “You could have at least tried to be understanding. I’m trying to have a deep moment.”

      “Save it for later,” Dalliah snapped. “We have work to do.”

      “Fine,” Angel grunted. “Let’s lay out everything we know. At least you’ll have the same information I do, so I can blame you when things go wrong.”

      Dalliah rolled her eyes but gestured for him to continue.

      “First, Soul has kept the Reawakening around for years. At first, it was to draw people who wanted to find Old World Magic and kill them. But, at this point, it has to be for some other reason. He gave them Star Fragments and made them functionally immortal, but poisoned them with the very Magitech that granted them that life.”

      “He then had them seek the Buried Gods and attack multiple cities, trying to power them,” Dalliah put in.

      “Right, to get power for the Vault,” Angel continued. “But we messed up enough of his plans that he had to use alternatives for the last bit of power. And yet, when he finally gets a chance to do what he wants, he stops and goes outside to kick some children.”

      “You’re certain he isn’t insane as well?”

      “Absolutely,” Angel said. “Well, not in the way you’re thinking. He’s completely insane, but not in the same way the Reawakening was. Soul knows what he’s doing. It just makes no sense to me. Heart is also a mystery.”

      “Do we know what Heart’s Star Fragment did?” Dalliah asked.

      “No,” Angel admitted. “He never showed us. And now that we’re talking about Heart, I didn’t see him at the bottom of the chasm either. It’s possible I missed him since it was quite large, but he was pretty large.”

      “Another mystery,” Dalliah said, narrowing her eyes.

      “Now you know how I feel,” Angel grumbled. “Nothing makes sense. I just want to hunt for shiny things that make magic.”

      “You can do that once we’ve dealt with this. Do you have any suspicion as to what Heart’s Star Fragment might do? It could be important.”

      Angel rubbed his chin. “Let’s see. Assuming Heart was a real person and not just some strange Magitech construct, he was almost entirely made from metal. That implies that either Soul wanted him to be stronger than the others, or…”

      “He was getting poisoned more?” Dalliah guessed. “His body needed to be more resilient to survive the damage for a longer period of time. That could explain why Soul had Heart ‘die’ all those years ago. It might have been becoming obvious.”

      “That would imply that Heart either knew or could do something that Soul desperately needed,” Angel mused. He stood up and walked around the table, forcing Dalliah to crane her neck to watch him. “And yet, however important it might have been, he ditched it to chase after people who should have been completely irrelevant.”

      Angel continued circling the table while Dalliah sat there, her arms crossed in front of her chest and her mind lost in thought.

      “Wait,” Angel said, stopping abruptly. “Everything Soul has done up until this point mostly appears to be logical, even if we don’t fully understand it.”

      “That depends on your definition of logic, but keep going.”

      “Well, it makes zero sense for Soul to chase after the others. We can agree on that, right?”

      “Stop asking rhetorical questions when you’ve clearly realized something,” Dalliah said.

      “Give me my moment,” Angel replied. “If Soul has been acting logically all this time, then there’s no reason to believe he’d suddenly change now. He went after my friends for a reason.”

      “Revenge on Lilian?”

      “No, he couldn’t care less about her. I know who it is now,” Angel said, his hands tightening. “Alison. He saw her using Old World Magic.”

      “While incredibly powerful and important to our future, I fail to see how one girl using Old World Magic would cause Soul to abandon all his plans to attack her instead.”

      “I don’t know either, but I’m certain now. He was after her,” Angel said. “We need to talk with her. We’re missing something, but I don’t think it’s far.”
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      He rose from the table and swept out of the room with Dalliah close behind. The Magistrate quickly took the lead when Angel realized he had no idea where his friends were staying. They navigated through the camp, soldiers rushing to get out of their way as soon as they spotted Dalliah coming.

      “Your men have a lot of respect for you,” Angel observed. “I’ve heard that Magistrates are more feared than anything else. What do you do differently?”

      “Pay them better,” Dalliah replied with a grim smile. “Especially the ones I have working for other Magistrates. A little bit of discontent in the right place goes a long way. My offer is still open to you, by the way. Silver was more than happy to take it.”

      “I admit I was wondering a bit about his willingness to throw himself into dangerous situations,” Angel drawled. “Out of curiosity, just how much–”

      “One hundred Vei a week,” Dalliah said. Angel nearly tripped over his own feet before he managed to catch himself and plaster a nonchalant expression over his face.

      “Oh. That’s it?”

      Dalliah snorted. “You aren’t fooling anyone, Seeker. Your friend in Bronze city held out for longer than I thought he would, but he eventually folded and told me everything about you after I offered him fifty Vei. You’re practically destitute.”

      “There are things more important in this world than money.”

      “And you get them by paying money.”

      “Not researching Old World Magic.” Angel crossed his arms. “You can’t buy that.”

      Dalliah cocked an eyebrow. “But I can pay someone to do it for me.”

      “Fair point,” Angel admitted, the wind rushing out of his sails. “But I’m not interested in working for a Magistrate. Sorry. I’ve had one master already, and he was more than enough. I prefer to be free. I wouldn’t be opposed to working together with you from time to time, but no employment.”

      “We’ll see,” Dalliah said, coming to a stop before a tent. “You’ll come around eventually. Everyone does.”

      Angel grunted and pushed the flap open with his stiff arm, stepping inside. Alison, Vanessa, and Tilly were sitting on the ground, studying a burnt sheet of metal engraved with runes. Jake was curled into a ball behind Tilly, who was using the bird monster like a backrest.

      “Hey, that’s one of the plates I made for you all,” Angel exclaimed. “I thought those were lost in Molten Ridges!”

      “I retrieved them at Vanessa’s request,” Dalliah said with a smirk. “And liberated some of your work as well. Consider it a finder’s fee.”

      Vanessa gave Angel a helpless shrug.

      “Magistrates.” Angel rolled his eyes. “How are you three doing?”

      “I think we should be asking you that,” Alison replied, sending a worried glance at his arm. “What happened in there?”

      “Killed Reave. Rebuilt my arm without any good material and no time to work with,” Angel replied. “I can’t recommend it.”

      “He’s really dead?” Vanessa asked, swallowing. “But… he was, like, level three hundred. How did you kill him?”

      “The System isn’t everything,” Angel said. “And Reave wasn’t anywhere near what he should have been. It’s a long story, but I don’t think we’ve ever really fought the Reawakening, unless you count Lilian when she was working against us.”

      “Is that why Soul didn’t seem that strong?” Tilly asked, glancing up from the scrap metal. “I mean, he was scary and all, but from what Alison told us, he should have been terrifying. Instead, he ran away as soon as Dalliah showed up and didn’t seem to be that strong when they were fighting.”

      “My army is nothing to laugh at, even for someone as powerful as Soul,” Dalliah said, crossing her arms. “Nor am I.”

      “It’s not that,” Alison said, chewing her lower lip. “It didn’t feel like he was actually trying to kill me. He kept attacking, then backing off and giving Lilian time to get on him while I ran away.”

      “Speaking of Lilian, where is she?” Dalliah asked. “I’ve got questions for her.”

      “Not now,” Angel said, waving his hand as his brow furrowed in concentration. “This is important. Alison, what was the copy of Reave doing while Soul was fighting you? And did it seem like he was doing anything else strange?”

      “He just kind of attacked normally. Lilian was able to beat him back pretty easily. He dove at me a few times, but Lilian kept him from grabbing me, so nothing ever happened. Soul mostly stood back and fought whenever Lilian came for him.”

      Angel let out a contemplative grunt. “But he did occasionally attack you, seemingly without intent to kill?”

      Alison nodded.

      “What about when he fought Lilian?”

      “I’m not sure,” Alison admitted. “I really don’t know how to fight hand to hand very well. I can’t really tell if someone is trying to kill someone else, but it didn’t look like he was holding back. Lilian got pretty banged up, but her Star Fragment healed most of the damage.”

      “And Heart just… annoyed you?” Dalliah confirmed. “If I understand correctly, Heart was entirely metal and incredibly heavy. He should have been able to do significant amounts of damage if he even tried slightly.”

      “I wouldn’t know. He never hit me,” Alison said, glancing between them. “Do you think Soul was after me?”

      Angel nodded. “I do, but I don’t know why or for what purpose beyond it having to do with Old World Magic somehow. He obviously saw you using it when we were fighting, but I can’t see why he’d want to capture you unless he thought the magic had somehow returned fully and you knew how to bring it back.”

      “I mean, that could be it, couldn’t it?” Tilly asked. “If Alison was casting Old World Magic, it’s not too crazy for Soul to decide that she somehow knew someone who had brought it back or had brought it back herself.”

      “If it was back, it would be fully back,” Angel said, shaking his head. “People have different levels of magical energy that they can control. Alison has so much that she can skirt past the pressure issue that the rest of us face. While incredibly impressive, I don’t think Soul would immediately jump to the conclusion that she’d figured something out or that Old World Magic had returned. That said, if Heart was lunging for Alison, it really sounds like they were trying to grab her without injuring her.”

      “Could he need her increased magical power to activate the Vault?” Vanessa questioned.

      “No, if he needed energy, he would have drawn it from Reave when he died,” Angel replied. “It was Alison herself.”

      Alison shuddered, and Tilly put a comforting hand on her shoulder.

      “Well, are you certain that Soul wants to destroy Old World Magic?” Vanessa asked, running a finger along a groove in the metal plate. “What if he was trying to trick you and is actually trying to return it?”

      “Then he’d be working with me,” Angel said. “Not that I’d ever work with him again. But none of his actions would make sense. Nothing he’s done up until this point made sense until we learned that he was working against the Reawakening, not with them. It’s just too convoluted for no reason. No, he wants Alison because she somehow can either help him stop the magic from returning or is a threat that will make it return.”

      “If I was a threat, wouldn’t he have killed me?” Alison pointed out.

      “Probably, but that’s one thing I’m not entirely sure about,” Angel said, sitting down with a weary sigh. “If he’d never trained me, he’d have had no competition at all. Nobody would have even known where to find him until it was too late. Then again, I’ve been doing everything that he’s wanted me to for who knows how long without ever realizing it. He could be planning to trick you into helping him somehow as well.”

      “And that leads us back to how,” Dalliah said grimly.

      “What if Soul wants to figure out the way her magic works?” Vanessa asked. “He’s a researcher, isn’t he? Like, he seemed sincere about being interested in magic when you knew him, from what you told us.”

      “That’s true,” Angel said slowly. “I think he fears what it could do if it returns, which is why he’s so determined to destroy it. But he was certainly interested in it. That wasn’t fake. But this isn’t just mere curiosity – you might be onto something, though. Alison, we need to find out exactly how your power works. Could you summon a spark of energy safely?”

      “If it isn’t an actual spell, I’ll probably blow something up by accident,” Alison replied. “I could put one into a rune circle, though.”

      “No, that’s no good. It drains the magic away and makes it very difficult to study,” Angel said.

      “As does it blowing us up,” Vanessa pointed out.

      Angel glanced down at his metal arm, where his Star Fragment was sealed. “I need to see how the magic works better than Soul did. He’s got more experience than I do, but I can access the source without a spell warping it. I’ll drain the magic right before it really goes off, which should give me a very short window to try to figure out exactly what’s happening.”

      “That doesn’t seem very safe,” Vanessa observed. She tapped her foot on the floor. “You aren’t going to blow yourself or Alison up, are you?”

      “When have I ever done something like that?” Angel asked defensively. “Actually, don’t answer that question.”

      Vanessa snorted, then nodded at his arm. “Are you sure you can even do it with that? You’ve got a hunk of metal strapped to your chest instead of an arm. Shouldn’t you fix that first?”

      “No time,” Angel replied. “I’m not the important one here right now – Alison is. Soul wants her for something, and we need to figure it out so we can figure out how to deal with him. My Star Fragment will work whether my arm is running at peak performance or not.”

      “I’d say that’s more of a brick than an arm at the moment,” Vanessa said. “But I doubt that’ll stop you. Is there at least anything I could do to help?”

      “Maybe get a big bowl of water,” Angel said, rubbing his chin. “Things might get a little hot.”

      Vanessa nodded and headed out of the tent. Angel waved for Alison to follow and caught the flaps before they could fall, stepping out after her. He held them open for Alison to pass through as well.

      “Where should we do this?” Alison asked, glancing around at the bustling camp.

      Angel indicated an area away from the choppers but still well within the guard cover. “That should work. We don’t want to blow anything important up, but I want people around in case Soul tries anything funny.”

      “Makes sense to me,” Alison said, glancing around nervously before following Angel over to the spot he’d indicated. Several guards turned to watch them, but nobody approached. For a moment, Angel wondered if Dalliah had told them to leave him alone. He wouldn’t have been surprised if she had.

      “Right,” Angel said. “Try to control it, but don’t give me too little. On one hand, I need enough magic to really figure out what Soul saw. On the other… your powers have grown since we last saw you blow something up by mistake, so I don’t want to find out how strong you are the hard way. Also try to point it away from anything too important.”

      “Okay,” Alison said. “But my magic normally only blows up when I send it into a rune circle.”

      “That’s no good this time,” Angel said. “I need to see what you yourself are doing, not the results when you overload a piece of metal. Just shoot something into the sky and make it strong enough so that we both really feel it. Hopefully, I’ll be able to absorb it and get a glimpse into what might be going on.”

      Alison nodded, swallowing once before raising her hand into the sky. “I’m ready when you are.”

      Angel nudged his arm. It crackled, purple lightning emerging from it like the limbs of a spider. It crackled down his shoulder and gathered near his palm, waiting for Alison. She shuddered.

      “It looks hungry.”

      “Try not to think about it,” Angel suggested, not wanting to reinforce her worry by agreeing with her. “It only draws out energy anyway. You’ve got so much that there really isn’t much to worry about. It’s more important that we don’t accidentally destroy something or someone.”

      Alison nodded once more. She drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. A bead of magic gathered at her palm, growing rapidly in strength and intensity. Angel flicked his eyepiece down, studying her.

      The screen illuminated miniscule motes of magic as they swam out of the sky, gathering at Alison’s palm. Angel’s brow furrowed as the magic grew brighter on the screen before him. His Star Fragment’s power leapt forward, latching onto the energy as it darted from Alison’s fingertips.

      Angel shuddered as power coursed through his body, lighting the purple tree branches covering his upper body even brighter. He lost concentration, blinking and taking a step back. His arm grew hot and, with no ventilation on top of being one fused hunk of metal, started to overheat.

      He cursed, thrusting it into the sand. The sun had already heated that to an incredibly uncomfortable level, but it was still colder than the alternative. Angel swore again, letting out a slow breath.

      “Are you okay?” Alison exclaimed, yanking her hand back.

      “It’s fine,” Angel replied, shaking his arm off and standing up. “It wasn’t you, actually. Just my arm being a piece of crap right now. Stupid thing has negative ventilation. Basically an incubator for heat.”

      “Oh,” Alison said with a frown. “Maybe you should fix it first?”

      “No time,” Angel said. “That’s why Vanessa is getting – oh, look. There she is.”

      Vanessa slipped out from behind a tent, jogging to join them while bearing a large stone pot full of liquid. She set it down in front of Angel and straightened up with a groan, wiping the sweat from her forehead. “There. Water.”

      “Doesn’t look like water,” Angel said, squinting at the liquid. It was vaguely brownish green and full of specks and chunks.

      “It was supposed to be soup for dinner,” Vanessa said. “I figured it was close enough.”

      She paused to catch her breath, then sniffed the air and frowned. “You didn’t wait for me to get back, did you? I smell something burnt.”

      “That would be me,” Angel said regretfully. “Patience is not one of my strong suits, but that’s no longer a concern. Again, Alison.”

      “Did you see anything the last time?” Alison asked.

      “A little, but I’ve still got nothing. I need to see more.”

      Alison raised her hand once more. She gave Angel a querying glance, and he nodded, focusing on the girl as she gathered more magic.

      The motes of light gathered once more. Something niggled at the back of Angel’s mind, and he dove for it, mentally tossing aside theories as he tried to grab onto the spark of inspiration.

      At the same time, he ignored the burning heat in his arm as the Star Fragment crackled to life once more, reaching out for Alison’s magic. Angel gritted his teeth, squinting as he forced his eyes to remain open.

      More and more magic gathered around Alison’s hand. The motes of light grew faster and came from farther. They were still so faint that they were impossible to see unless he was looking specifically for them, but now that he was –

      Angel’s concentration broke as Vanessa shoved him down and forced his arm into the bowl of water. Steam exploded around them, and the world rushed back in an agonizing pulse. The smell of burnt hair and meat reached Angel’s nostrils as his vision flashed.

      “What are you doing, you idiot?” Vanessa demanded. “Are you trying to cripple yourself?”

      “Just got a bit carried away,” Angel said through gritted teeth. “Thank you.”

      “We should stop,” Alison said, biting her lower lip. “That was bad, Angel. You were completely out of it. What if Vanessa didn’t stop you?”

      “Then I would have gotten a little more cooked. It’s nothing my magical energy won’t heal,” Angel grunted. “I’m almost there. One more time. I’ll be more aware this time. Besides, I’m cooking the chef’s soup for them. They can’t complain about that.”

      Alison exchanged a glance with Vanessa, who shrugged helplessly.

      “You should know as well as I do that there’s nothing we can do to make him change his mind,” Vanessa said. “Just get it over with. Hopefully he figures this out so we can stop.”

      Alison lifted her hand for the third time. Angel focused all he could on her while the magic gathered once more. Idly, he thought to himself, at least he was able to contain her magic. It might have been cooking him alive in the process, but there was always a price to pay for success.

      As the magic gathered around Alison once more, Angel’s train of thought slammed into a wall, and the breath caught in his throat. He leaned forward, peering closely at Alison’s hand as realization finally struck him.

      “That’s enough,” Angel muttered. He was barely aware of his Star Fragment as it sucked Alison’s magic away.

      “What is it?” Alison asked. “What’s wrong?”

      “I know what Soul saw,” Angel said, rocking back and letting Vanessa shove his arm into the water. It was so simple. So obvious. Yet it had somehow slipped right past him.

      “What is it?” Vanessa demanded, her earlier worry gone. “What did you figure out?”

      “It’s Old World Magic,” Angel said. “And it wasn’t coming from Alison. It was coming from the air around her. We got it all wrong – everything. We thought Old World Magic was missing, but I don’t think it ever really left.”
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      A second of stunned silence greeted Angel’s revelation before everyone burst into chatter, all talking over each other. It was impossible to tell what any individual person was saying.

      “Angel, could you really not have worded that a little more delicately? Seriously, you can’t just drop things on us like that.”

      “I was feeling dramatic,” Angel said unapologetically. “And I’m pretty sure I’m right. Mostly.”

      “You aren’t even sure?” Alison asked, her mouth dropping open. “You can’t say that kind of thing if you aren’t absolutely sure!”

      “Well, I’m most-solutely sure. I think the ambient magic in the world has seriously decreased for some reason. It’s still there, just much less than there once was.”

      Vanessa’s eyebrows twitched upward. “That would explain why some artifacts work while others don’t, even when they’re in good shape. It isn’t that they’re just completely useless without Old World Magic, they just don’t have enough magic to activate.”

      “Exactly. It makes sense. Think about it – that’s why New World Magic still functions. People have been wondering how we managed to keep the ability to do magic but not actually apply it to anything without pressure.”

      Tilly and Vanessa exchanged a glance, their eyes growing wide.

      “Buried Gods, that actually makes sense,” Tilly muttered.

      “There’s more,” Angel continued, growing more excited with every word. “Magical energy gathers around catacombs, especially powerful ones. So, hypothetically, true Old World Magic is still completely accessible to the normal person, even right now. They just need to be near a high concentration of magic.”

      “But how come Alison can cast it normally?” Vanessa asked. “She’s just like everyone else. Is she somehow gathering magical energy around her like a beacon or something?”

      “No, my eyepiece would have picked that up if it were the case,” Angel replied, shaking his head and pursing his lips. “She’s drawing it in right as she casts, and to such a degree that she can’t use runecraft. It’s like she’s flipflopped, going so far over to the other side that she can’t use runes normally at all because there’s so much ambient magic around her when she casts.”

      “I don’t have any special artifacts, if that’s what you’re wondering,” Alison said. “I’m an orphan, remember? All I’ve got is what I was born with.”

      The hair on Angel’s head stood on end. Vanessa noticed the change in his expression and glanced over, frowning.

      “What is it?”

      Angel pulled his eyepiece down and examined Alison closely. There wasn’t any magic around her. He squinted, pacing in a circle around the confused girl and trying to dial up the eyepiece’s sensitivity. There wasn’t much variation in it, so it was largely a futile exercise, but she didn’t show a single fleck of energy.

      He studied his own arms, which were lit with a dim glow from the ambient magic coursing through his chest and arm. Vanessa was next, and while she had almost no glow around her, it was still there when he focused with all his might.

      Tilly was no different. Hers was a fair bit stronger due to the Star Fragment within her. The rest of the camp was also lit with scattered traces of magical energy from all the choppers and armored guards around them.

      But Alison had nothing. Even though she’d just cast multiple powerful spells that should have at least left a trace or two of magic on her, she was devoid of energy.

      “What is it?” Alison asked worriedly. “You look like you ate a snake.”

      “Orphan,” Angel muttered. “Did you ever meet your parents?”

      “Not my original ones,” Alison replied, frowning. “Just my foster ones, and they don’t know the slightest bit about magic. They just wanted to try to help me make a better life for myself. Why?”

      “How were you found? Just dropped off at their doorstep?” Angel pressed.

      Alison shrugged helplessly. “I honestly have no idea. Are you implying my parents have something to do with this, like they were Reawakening members or something?”

      “No,” Angel said, shaking his head. “They weren’t Reawakening members – there hasn’t truly been a Reawakening in years. Only an extension of Soul’s plans. Alison, have you ever been seriously hurt?”

      “That’s a very worrying question to ask someone,” Vanessa said slowly. “Angel, can you tell us what you’re thinking?”

      “You just said not to blurt giant revelations out if I’m not certain about them.”

      “I think we can make an exception. I’ve changed my mind,” Tilly said irritably. “Come on, out with it!”

      “This is one that I really don’t want to be wrong about,” Angel said. “I don’t want to be right either, for that matter. But I’m afraid we’re going to have to test.”

      “Test what?” Alison asked. “You need to stab me for some reason?”

      “No!” Tilly exclaimed. “I mean, there’s no way Angel was actually implying that.”

      “Actually, that’s just about what I was implying,” Angel admitted, rubbing the back of his head. “Look, if I’m wrong, I’ll be glad. But I need to find out, because if I’m right, I know exactly why Soul tried to capture Alison.”

      Alison swallowed. “I’m not that high level, a stab wound isn’t going to heal immediately.”

      “Angel isn’t going to stab you,” Tilly said, crossing her arms.

      “Actually, I’m pretty sure he is,” Vanessa said, studying Angel’s features closely. “I’ve seen that expression on his face before.”

      “It’s fine,” Alison said, drawing a shaky breath. “I trust Angel.”

      “So do I,” Tilly snapped. “That doesn’t mean I want him stabbing holes in me.”

      “Tilly,” Alison said, staring at the other girl, “it’s okay.”

      Tilly blinked, then swallowed and nodded. “Right. Your magical energy will heal it.”

      “I won’t use a giant sword,” Angel said, sending a command to his stiff right arm. The metal shimmered, extending from his forearm and forming into a long, thin needle. “And honestly, I’m hoping you won’t feel it much at all.”

      “That’s a pretty big needle,” Tilly said suspiciously. “I’m pretty sure I’d feel it.”

      “Then it’s a good thing you’re not the one I’m poking,” Angel replied. “Hold still, Alison. I am sorry about this, but I need–”

      “To know,” Alison finished. “I know. You can’t leave anything related to Old World Magic unchecked.”

      “Right,” Angel said, his face darkening for a moment. “This will be over quickly. You should heal within a minute. Just don’t move.”

      He reached forward, pressing the point of the needle against the right half of her chest. For a moment, he paused, unease swelling within him. A mixture of trepidation and disgust at himself for stabbing his own pupil reared its head, but he mercilessly crushed it.

      Angel slid the makeshift weapon in. Alison gritted her teeth and let out a whimper of pain as the point bit her, but the wound was mercifully small. Angel pressed more, delving deeper into her flesh until –

      Clink.

      Everyone froze, staring at Angel’s still hand.

      “Alison?” Tilly asked.

      “I – I don’t know,” Alison muttered. “Was that inside me?”

      Angel moved the needle back slightly and pushed it forward again. The metallic noise repeated, just loud enough for their ears to pick up. Goosebumps rushed across his skin despite the hot day, and he drew the point out of Alison, flicking the blood off it and sending a command to return his arm to its previous state.

      “It’s not her fault,” Angel said before anyone else could speak. “I strongly suspect she didn’t know. Even Soul didn’t know until she cast magic in front of him.”

      “Know what?” Vanessa demanded.

      “I wasn’t the only one Soul worked on,” Angel said. “Heart can create perfect body replicas of people. I think the Reawakening were prototypes. Attempts to create someone who could use Old World Magic, perhaps to access it and somehow assure its destruction now that it’s so scarce. And I don’t think he stopped at the Reawakening. He kept experimenting.”

      “You think Soul made Alison?” Vanessa asked in disbelief. “But the timeline – oh. She would have been born a few years after you.”

      “Shortly before Soul found me,” Angel agreed. “He probably had so many attempts that he didn’t even recognize Alison. Who knows how many failed experiments he made, tossing them aside when they failed to come to fruition. But Alison wasn’t a failure at all – he just didn’t spend enough time working on her. I suspect Alison possesses some very extensive Magitech within her that gathers magical energy when she tries to use it, turning her into a temporary catacomb core for a few seconds.”

      “But why would he just abandon her?” Tilly asked. “With all that Magitech, wouldn’t he at least take it back? I mean, if you’re right, I’m glad he didn’t, but it doesn’t really add up.”

      “Maybe he never planned to abandon me,” Alison muttered. “If Angel is right, what if it just took time for my body to really adapt to my power? He might have done this with dozens of people, then waited to see if anyone became capable of Old World Magic. If he can make bodies, couldn’t he have spies anywhere? Literally anyone could be working for him.”

      The sand scuffed behind Angel. They all spun as Dalliah strode over to join them, her brow furrowed in a scowl.

      “There you all are. Any news?” Dalliah asked. “We’ve got a lot of work to do. The less time we waste, the better. Who knows how long we’ve got before Soul comes back.”

      “Almost ready,” Angel said casually. “Just did a few inconclusive tests on Alison. Didn’t learn nearly as much as I was hoping to. I just need to fix my arm, and then we can get around to figuring out just what Soul was doing.”

      Tilly gave Angel a confused glance, but Vanessa put a hand on the other girl’s shoulder and nodded in agreement. “Tilly and I will help him, Mom. It shouldn’t take long, so don’t worry. With the three of us, we’ll have his arm back up in a functional state before today is over.”

      Dalliah’s lips pursed, and she inclined her head. “Understandable, but ensure we’re ready to press on before the day is over. Soul could be adjusting his plans as we speak.”

      “Will do,” Vanessa said, blinking furiously. She raised a hand to shield her eyes from the sun. “By the way, you said you’d get me some tinkering tools to get started with, remember? I focused on Hunting in school and kind of fell behind, so I wanted to get back into it.”

      “Oh, right,” Dalliah said. “I’ve been distracted with more important things. I’ll arrange for the guard captain to bring you something.”

      Vanessa gave Dalliah a tight nod, then turned and headed for the tents behind them. Angel and the others hurried after her, Dalliah’s cold stare burning into their backs.

      When they reached the tents, Vanessa pushed the flaps of a large one open and stepped inside, her expression wavering. Artifacts and half-assembled guard armor were arranged along the walls in metal boxes, organized precisely.

      A metal folding table laden with tinkering tools sat at the back end of the bench with several unused chairs before it. Vanessa waited until they’d all entered the tent before her expression wavered, and she let out a strangled, whimpering noise.

      “Angel–”

      “Yeah,” Angel said, his voice grim and tone low. “You suspect it as well, then?”

      “Suspect what?” Tilly hissed.

      “That wasn’t my mother,” Vanessa said. “I never asked her for tinkering tools. I haven’t cared about that since I got to college.”

      “This is why the other Magistrates weren’t trying to stop the Reawakening,” Angel said, dragging a box of parts over to the table and throwing himself into a chair. He picked up a scribe and used Liquid Metal to command his arm open, revealing all the damaged parts that he’d locked into position. “They’re dead. Most of them, at least. Soul’s had puppets in place, probably for the vast majority of the Magistrates if not all of them.”

      “Then… my mom?” Vanessa asked, holding back tears.

      Angel’s face softened. “I’m sorry. I don’t know. But that wasn’t her.”

      Vanessa’s eyes darted around the tent. For a moment, it looked like she was about to lose control. Then she squeezed her eyes shut and took several slow breaths, drawing each one through her throat like she were trying to squeeze the air.

      When she opened her eyes again, most of the panic had receded. It was still there, but buried deep beneath the surface.

      “Hunter technique,” Angel grunted, shifting a gear back into its proper location and repairing the runes on it. “You learned well.”

      “You and Silver were great teachers, even if you’re horrible people to get compassion from,” Vanessa said, shaking her head. “I – no. I can’t think about this now. We need to get out of here.”

      “Working on it,” Angel replied. “I can’t fight in my current situation. I need to fix my arm, and then we need to find Lilian.”

      Tilly rushed over to Angel, her features set in stone. “I can help. Don’t say I can’t. I might not be as good as you, but–”

      “Good,” Angel said, cutting her off. “I need it. Start on the grappling mechanism, it’s likely completely ruined. I’ll reconnect any faults in the metal, but the runes need to be patched. Alison, if you’re confident enough, you can help too. Time is of the essence, and it’ll occupy your mind.”

      Alison gave him a jerky nod and rushed over. The three Tinkerers poured over Angel’s arm, each claiming a scribe of their own and grabbing parts from the artifacts surrounding them as needed to repair his arm.

      The work was slow and tedious, but with Liquid Metal and three pairs of hands working, it went far faster than it should have. Vanessa continuously checked the tent flap and paced around the tent, trying not to distract them.

      Eventually, after around an hour had passed, she silently slipped out. The other three were too engrossed to notice her disappearance. The sun continued overhead, and Angel’s arm continued to work its way back toward functionality.

      Angel focused his attention on a patch of runes near his inner forearm while the girls worked on the rest of his arm. He moved quickly – perhaps too quickly for comfort – removing and completely modifying the runes there.

      None of them sat back until much later in the day, when the sun had already started to dip below the horizon. Angel made the final touches to the runes on the side of the tubular relic in his palm, then closed all the latches and experimentally flexed his arm.

      He went through every motion he could, testing every joint and finger before giving the girls a nod. “Good. It’s working again.”

      “Now what?” Tilly hissed. “We run?”

      “Not yet,” Angel replied. “There are two more things we need. Alison, can you make me some canisters? I’m going to need even more firepower than normal. Just try to keep the magic limited enough so that they don’t explode before I do anything.”

      “I’ll try,” Alison said, nodding. She rooted around the workshop floor, grabbing several unfilled canisters from a labeled crate, and then got to work. Meanwhile, Angel pulled Blue out from his bag, setting it down on the table.

      “Blue?” Tilly asked. “Poor thing looks completely smashed. Are you sure it’s still functional?”

      “It has good workmanship,” Angel replied, carefully prying one of the protective layers away from the spherical artifact. It tore off with a pop, causing both Alison and Tilly to wince.

      “Not anymore,” Tilly muttered. “You ruined it.”

      She paused, then shuddered. “Sorry. I’m just–”

      “It’s fine. The only thing that matters is this,” Angel said, tapping Blue’s core. He peeled the remaining layers of the artifact back, then turned his arm over, where a newly created rune circle sat.

      “You’re going to insert Blue into your arm?” Alison realized. “Is that wise? I know you’re experienced, but that’s got to be really complex runework.”

      “Oh, it is. And no, it isn’t wise. I’m only about fifty percent sure this will even turn on without blowing me up, but I need Blue’s knowledge and the ability to speak with my Star Fragment. We don’t have time to repair Blue, so I’m doing a bit of a patch-up job.”

      Spikes emerged from his fingertips, and he carefully cut away the remainder of Blue’s shell, baring the inner Magitech. It took him some more time to go around the artifact’s core, patching as much damage as he could before adding in the extra runes to link it to his arm.

      Once he’d finished, Angel used Liquid Metal to form a small compartment within the rune circle. He placed Blue’s remains into it, then drew the connecting runes to seal the circuit. His arm let out a low-pitched hum, and purple energy crackled across it, as if stretching after a long night’s rest.

      Angel ran through the motions with his arm again. Everything seemed to function – for now, at least. He nodded, then turned around.

      “Where’s Vanessa?”

      Tilly went pale. “Did Dalliah come in when we weren’t looking? Did she get–”

      “She would have made noise,” Alison interrupted. “She left on her own. Maybe she’s getting stuff ready or something.”

      “Shit,” Angel muttered, rising to his feet. Alison handed him the newly made canisters, and he slotted six of them into his arm before going for his pack. He opened it, grimacing as he spotted the gaping hole in its side.

      He grabbed several iron spikes and thrust them through the bag, bending them back on themselves until the hole was roughly stitched shut. Then he placed the canisters in and slung it back over his shoulder.

      “We need to find her. Lilian and Silver too, but they can take care of themselves. Remember, don’t let anything slip. We cannot let this fake Dalliah realize we know what’s going on. I don’t know if she’s Soul or just his puppet, nor do I know how many others in this camp are under his control.”

      “How do you do it?” Tilly asked.

      “Do what?” Angel glanced back at her.

      “The whole… not-caring thing. Like nothing really fazes you, and even when it does, you just keep plugging along. Don’t you get scared? What if we mess up?”

      “Soul ground all of that out of me,” Angel said, stopping with his hand on the flaps of the tent. “I only have two things left. To ensure that Old World Magic returns to this world, and to make sure he never hurts someone I care about again. Nothing else matters. It’s all just meaningless distractions.”
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      A solemn silence fell over them. Tilly clenched her hands and let out a slow breath to calm herself. “Let’s get a move on. What do we do once we find Vanessa and the others? If Soul is looking for the others, should we just try to keep them away from him?”

      “No,” Angel replied with a shake of his head. “Soul already had a plan of some sort. Alison probably just helped. We have to assume he’s still working toward his goal and will be trying to find a power source to open the Vault completely. And if our theory is right, nobody is going to be in his way other than us.”

      “But what–”

      “No more time for questions,” Angel said, sweeping out of the tent and forcing the girls to run after him. “We need to act. Alison, Tilly, keep an eye on the location of the Vault. Soul will probably be either hovering around it or inside it. Silver should have the Key, and if we can get inside it, we can seal it behind ourselves. That’ll thin out the people we have to deal with.”

      “How will you find Silver?” Alison hissed as Angel strode through the camp.

      He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye, then went right up to the nearest guard. Alison and Tilly hung back nervously as Angel waved to the man.

      “You know where my companions are?” Angel asked. “I’m trying to find them – a man and a woman. They were fighting near the Vault earlier.”

      “Fourth tent along this row,” the guard replied, nodding in its direction. “They were in there getting their wounds patched up, I believe.”

      “Thanks,” Angel said, tipping an imaginary hat to the guard and ambling over to the tent.

      “Seriously? Just like that?” Alison asked.

      “Don’t complicate things when you don’t need to,” Angel replied with a shrug. He pushed the tent flap open and stepped inside, letting out a relieved sigh as soon as he looked around.

      Lilian rested against her sword, which had been thrust into the ground such that she could lean on its huge blade. It was battered and warped to the point where Angel wasn’t entirely certain it could still be considered a weapon.

      Silver stood behind her, carefully adjusting the jewelry on his fingers. His left arm was covered in bandages, and his clothes were torn up. By some miracle, the hat on his head was completely untouched.

      “Angel! You wily bastard, it’s good to see you,” Silver said, striding up to him and slinging an arm around his shoulder. He lowered his voice and jerked his chin down toward his belt, where his pants were bulging rather grotesquely. “I’ve nabbed a few extra gems from the good Magistrate, but a guard noticed my… somewhat impaired walking. Mind taking a few off me for a little while.”

      “This is not the time,” Angel said, trying to stop himself from laughing. “Lilian, are you okay?”

      “I’ve been better,” she admitted. “But I’ve also been worse. A lot worse. I heard you were doing some tests with Alison. All the explosions going off over the camp gave it away. Did you find anything useful?”

      “Not really,” Angel replied, scanning them both with his eyepiece. Nothing was immediately apparent, but he couldn’t be certain that Soul hadn’t somehow replaced one or both of his friends. They could figure that out once they were out of the camp – or while they were escaping, if either betrayed them. “We need to get moving, though. We’re low on time.”

      “When are we not?” Silver asked, reaching into his pants and pulling out a ruby. He eyed it, then stuffed it into a satchel. Several handfuls of gold and precious stones followed it. Silver shook the last few rocks out from one of his pant legs and pushed them in as well before glancing back up at everyone. “What?”

      “Nothing,” they chorused.

      “Move on. Now,” Angel said. “And I trust you’ve still got the Key?”

      “Course I do,” Silver replied, pulling his coat back to reveal the artifact. “Nice and safe. We’re going back into the Vault, then?”

      “That’s the plan,” Angel replied. “I’ll fill you in once we’re there. Let it suffice to say that we are no longer among friends.”

      “Shit,” Silver muttered. “I should have stolen more.”

      He grabbed his thin rapier from the table and slammed it into his sheath while Lilian clambered to her feet. She examined her huge sword, then slung it over her back.

      “Is that even going to cut anything now?” Alison asked.

      “It’ll be a shield at the minimum,” Lilian replied. “What’s this about enemies, though?”

      “Not now.” Angel poked his head out of the tent. “We need to find Vanessa. I don’t suppose you’d know where she is?”

      “No clue,” Lilian said, her eyes narrowing. “Angel, this doesn’t feel like something we should be pushing off. What’s going on?”

      “All will be clear when we get to the Vault,” Angel said. He paused for a moment. “Scratch that. About a quarter of it might be. Just not now.”

      He headed out of the tent before anyone could ask more questions. The others followed him. They kept to the edges of the tents as best they could, minimizing the number of people who saw them as they wove through the camp. Angel poked his head into the tents that they passed, trying to catch a glance of Vanessa.

      “Could she be with Dalliah?” Alison asked nervously.

      “Let’s hope not,” Angel muttered. “That would not be good.”

      “Wait,” Tilly said, cocking her head to the side. “Jake. He can find her. He has a really good sense of smell.”

      “Can he do it discreetly?”

      There was a loud squawk from the other side of the camp, followed by distant cursing. Angel turned his gaze to Tilly, who cleared her throat.

      “Maybe we should meet them at the Vault.”

      Shouts rang out, and a tent collapsed in a cloud of dust. Angel added his own voice into the cursing.

      “Move!” he snapped, taking off in a dead run. “Get to the Vault. Silver, give me the Key so I can activate it. As soon as we’re in, do everything you can to stop anyone else from following us. Anything, you understand?”

      “Just what did you do?” Silver yelled over the growing din. He threw the Key to Angel. Whatever Jake was doing, the bird had managed to pull half of the camp into it.

      Several guards saw the group running. Most ignored them in favor of heading for the commotion, but two broke off in a jog after the party. Angel growled, and a spell clicked into his arm.

      “You’re going to blast them?” Silver asked, keeping pace with him. “Is that wise? Dalliah is not going to be happy.”

      “Not yet,” Angel replied with a grunt. “But if they try to follow us into the Vault, assume they’re enemies. Don’t have time to explain, but they could be working for Soul.”

      “Shit. I really should have taken more gems.”

      A guard stepped out from behind a tent, lunging for Angel. The Seeker dropped to his back, sliding beneath the other man’s hands and brushing his hand against his legs. Purple lightning leapt from his arm, ripping the energy out of one of the armor’s legs and sending the man crashing to the ground behind them.

      Silver grabbed Angel’s outstretched hand and pulled him upright before the guards behind them could take advantage of his maneuver.

      “They’re definitely not on our side anymore!” Tilly yelled. “I don’t have my gauntlet. I can’t help right now!”

      “We’ll make do,” Angel yelled back. A loud explosion ripped through the camp, and a plume of flame rose into the air as a shock wave washed over all of them, blowing their hair back.

      “Buried Gods, was that a chopper?” Silver nearly came to a stop. Alison shoved him as soon as he started to slow, and he muttered a curse, jolting back into motion.

      “What in the Barren is your bird doing?” Angel asked, not tearing his gaze away from the Vault. It was only a few hundred feet away now.

      “I’m not sure,” Tilly yelled back. “He’s too concentrated to communicate with me right now. It involves a lot of explosions, though.”

      One of the guards chasing them raised his spear, pointing the tip at Tilly’s back. Alison caught the motion out of the corner of her eye and spun, raising her hand and drawing a rune in the air.

      A peal of lightning leapt from her fingertip and struck the man, knocking the spear from his grip and sending him careening into the other guard. They both crashed to the ground in a mixture of screeching metal and curses.

      “At least some things never change. His guards are incompetent,” Lilian said as they drew up beside the Vault. The supports that Dalliah’s guards had set up at the entrance were completely crushed, leaving only the sealed stone doors beneath the sand. Angel grabbed the Key, and the Star Fragment responded before he even said anything, sending coursing magic into it.

      The artifact hissed and sputtered, then failed to activate. More energy pulsed down Angel’s arm, and the scars on his body lit brighter. Another explosion shook the camp. Jake burst out from within a ball of fire, Alison’s gauntlet strapped onto one of his arms and Vanessa clutched in his other.

      The bird monster bounded across the ground, a horde of guards emerging from the destruction to chase after him.

      “Buried Gods,” Silver swore, grabbing his sword. “Get a move on with that Key!”

      “Working on it,” Angel snarled. Another pulse of lightning shot into the artifact. This time, the power coursed through the Key and struck the ground. The doors ground open with a hiss, and they all ran inside.

      “Jake is almost here,” Alison reported, sending a blast of fire flying through the sky toward the group of guards. It whizzed past Jake and struck the ground just behind him, forcing several men to skid to a halt.

      The bird monster bounded twice more and sailed through the opening, alighting gently on the ground beside Angel. It squawked and set a very shaken-looking Vanessa down. A bolt of crimson energy shot from one of the guards’ spears and struck the stone just above Jake. The bird monster flinched back with a hiss.

      “Go!” Angel yelled, yanking Vanessa to her feet as they all ran through the doors. Everyone else sprinted inside, and Angel spun, slamming his hand against the wall. His arm hissed, and a canister shot from its place.

      Jagged stone spikes erupted in front of the door, punching into the wall on the other side and temporarily sealing the entrance off. The guards arrived before it, and a bolt nearly took Angel’s head off as one of them shot between the gaps in the stone.

      “Do something about this door. Get it shut,” Angel told his arm. Purple energy hissed in response, coursing down his arm and into the Key. There was a sharp pop, and one of the runes gave way. With a loud screech, the doors slammed back shut. Then there was silence broken only by their heavy breathing.

      “Buried Gods,” Tilly wheezed, leaning against Jake for support. “Are we safe here?”

      “Almost certainly not,” Angel replied, turning away from the door. “But that camp was a death trap. Vanessa, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Vanessa said shakily. “I was trying to see if I could find my mom. The real one. I thought maybe she was hidden in the camp somewhere, but–”

      Her words caught in her throat, and she clenched her fists, strangling the sob before it could emerge. Angel shifted awkwardly in place.

      “We’ll find her,” Angel promised. “If there’s anything to find.”

      “That is not helpful in the slightest,” Tilly said, crossing her arms. “Just… maybe pat her on the back next time. Comforting is not one of your strong suits.”

      “Right. Sorry,” Angel said. Jake seemed to give him a knowing glance, which made him even more concerned. The bird creature should not be the one relating to him.

      “So… what now?” Alison asked, putting a hand on Vanessa’s shoulder. “We can’t exactly leave.”

      “I don’t know,” Angel replied. “We don’t have enough energy to open the Vault. Soul said it himself. He needed that last Buried God’s heart to open the doors. Reave would have worked as well, but he’s dead and gone.”

      “Not to mention Soul could still be somewhere around here,” Silver said, tapping his sword against his hip. “We’re in his territory.”

      “Maybe we can focus on what we can do?” Alison offered. “What about me, Angel? Soul clearly valued me for some reason. Could I somehow open the Vault with my power?”

      “That’s what I’m worried about,” Angel said. “I’d be willing to bet you can, but I’d also be willing to bet you wouldn’t survive the experience. The amount of power it would take to replace a Buried God’s heart – you wouldn’t be able to handle it. Unless there’s absolutely no other option, you are not to even think about that.”

      “And what if there is no other option?” Vanessa challenged. “Are you saying she’ll have to die for it?”

      Angel met her gaze, his eyes cold. “I’ll die for it too if that’s what we need. This is beyond us, Vanessa. I need you to look past our personal ties. Everything we know about magic is wrong. Old World Magic never left – it’s just been severely limited. Now think about what would happen if Soul got down here and ended the source?”

      A grim silence fell over the passageway.

      “No more magic?” Tilly asked, her voice giving away that she already knew the answer.

      “No more magic. No more Magitech,” Angel said, nodding. “That’s it. The blimps will fall, and the choppers will be grounded. Our weapons and defenses will all slowly stop working, and the Barren will consume everything. If every single one of us has to die to make sure Soul fails, then that’s exactly what we’re going to have to do. I’ll do everything in my power to make sure you aren’t the ones who pay the price for my failure to realize what was happening, but my desires are no longer important. Do you understand?”

      “We got it,” Silver growled, his sword flicking impatiently like a tail. “Damn. If I don’t get to count my loot, I’m going to be pissed. You hear me? Pissed.”

      “Noted,” Angel said, starting down the passage. “Let’s go see what we have to work with. Keep an eye out for Soul. If you see him, just attack. Don’t let the bastard talk, and don’t let him get to Alison.”

      They pressed onward in a tight group, weapons and magic at the ready. As their steps echoed through the dark corridor, Angel’s thundering heart felt like it would burst out of his chest. Every flickering shadow sneered at him, and his head was wrapped in tight bands of worry and stress.

      However, despite their fears, they reached the center of the Vault without any interference. The platform in the center of the pit sat innocently, as if awaiting their arrival. They descended the floating steps and stopped at the seven chairs, checking each one warily. Nothing greeted them.

      “Well, now what?” Silver asked. “Shit’s empty.”

      Angel stared up at the walls, where the empty slot for the final Buried God’s heart awaited a power source.

      “Reave was enough,” Lilian said, stepping up beside him. “What about me?”

      “No.”

      “What happened to avoiding personal feelings?”

      “I’m not sacrificing any of you,” Angel snapped. “Not yet. Not if there’s any other choice.”

      “What other choice is there?” Lilian asked, crossing her arms. “How else can we get to the source of Old World Magic if the doors are locked?”

      “My Star Fragment might be able to do something,” Angel replied. “It can absorb power, and I’ve seen it shoot it out as well. I could draw energy from all of us and channel it into Alison. That might be enough, and if she starts to feel weak, she can stop. That couldn’t hurt. It’s better than just killing someone without even trying another option.”

      “That’s… actually, not a bad idea,” Lilian admitted. “I’m not sure why I didn’t think of that.”

      “We can’t all be geniuses,” Angel replied with a smirk. “Alison, is that okay with you?”

      Alison nodded.

      “Just remember, stop if you start getting faint,” Angel reminded her. “You are not killing yourself for this. We’ll find another way if it doesn’t work.”

      “Understood,” Alison said. She extended a hand, and Angel took it while the others gathered behind him. His Star Fragment snapped to life, purple energy gathering around his hand and arm. “Everyone ready? And Vanessa, stay back. You don’t have enough magical energy to give up.”

      “Get it over with,” Silver grunted while Vanessa put some distance between herself and the others. “I don’t have that much energy to spare for you. I use it all keeping my beautiful physique.”

      Angel snorted, and the Star Fragment surged forth, extending a wave of crackling lightning to Lilian, Silver, and Tilly. They all gritted their teeth as magic flowed out of their bodies and into Angel.

      His scars lit a brilliant purple. Alison’s hand tightened around his, and the magic flowing through him tried to resist for a moment. It was futile. Her pull ripped it from his body, drawing motes of sparkling light out into the air and toward her hand.

      More and more magic gathered around them, drowning Angel’s thoughts out in a droning buzz. Silver gritted his teeth, and sweat poured down Angel’s forehead as he struggled for each breath. The world grew heavier with every second.

      He sank to his knees, still keeping contact with Alison. Magic stormed around them, singing a violent song as it vibrated the very air. Alison thrust her hand forward, and a beam of pure energy shot from her fingertips.

      It struck the indent on the wall where the final Buried God’s heart was meant to go. Lines of blue energy stretched out from where it had hit. Slowly, the magic in the room around them started to fade.

      Alison maintained the beam, her hair whipping around her head furiously in an invisible gale. Angel’s scars flickered and burned, but he maintained his grip on Alison’s hand. The lines along the walls continued onward, reaching out and connecting to the Buried Gods’ hearts in the walls.

      They continued onward, traveling across the room. Alison’s hand faltered, and the beam started to lose intensity. She gritted her teeth, and it returned to its original strength.

      “Don’t go overboard!” Angel yelled over the howl of magic.

      “It’s almost there,” Alison yelled back, taking a step forward as if to intimidate the magic into doing her bidding. “We can do it!”

      Angel’s heart skipped a beat, and the Star Fragment in his arm crackled, pulling back its tendrils. His companions collapsed to the ground behind him, spent. The lines on the wall were a little over eighty percent complete, but Alison’s magic was starting to fade once more.

      “Alison! We’re out of energy. You don’t have enough to finish it on your own.” Angel struggled to rise, but he couldn’t gather the strength.

      “You don’t know that!”

      “I’m not willing to test it,” Angel hissed. Alison released his hand, but she made no signs of giving up. Blue light continued to trace its way along the room. Over ninety percent of it was covered now, but Alison’s hands were shaking.

      “Almost there,” Alison repeated. Magic flared around her once more, and the beam’s intensity redoubled.

      Angel forced himself to his feet with a groan. The world swam around him, but he maintained his balance. Alison didn’t even glance at him. She took another step forward, forcing more magic into her spell.

      Her skin was pale, and her breaths came in short gasps. Angel extended a shaking hand and placed it on her shoulder. A burst of pain shot up his fingertips, and he yanked it back with a surprised curse. She was burning hot, like metal left out in the Barren’s sun all day.

      “Almost,” Alison growled, her fingers shaking with exertion and sweat pouring down her brow. The lines stretched farther along the walls, lighting the room completely. They traced across the final portion of the room and connected, illuminating the last of the runes in the two massive doors in the wall. “There.”

      The entire room rumbled. Lights flickered, and the platforms around them wavered in the air, fighting to remain floating.

      Alison crumpled back, and Angel barely managed to move himself in time to keep her head from hitting the ground. Now that the magical draw had finally faded, his body was starting to respond to his brain once more.

      “Alison?” Angel asked, shaking her slightly. She didn’t respond, but her chest was still rising and falling with weak breath. He gritted his teeth and laid her out as the others started to get back up as well.

      “She did it,” Lilian breathed while Tilly scrambled over to check on the other girl.

      “Is she going to be okay?” Tilly asked nervously. Jake squawked, mirroring his partner’s feelings.

      “I’m not a doctor, but she’s still breathing,” Angel replied, his brow furrowed. “She should be okay, but she won’t be waking up anytime soon. We need to watch over her. We can’t drag her into danger unconscious.”

      Dust rained down on them, and the rumbling intensified. Light lit the edges of the huge doors embedded in the wall, tracing through runes along them.
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      “We can’t just all wait here. The Vault is opening,” Silver observed.

      “I’ll stay with Jake,” Tilly volunteered, swallowing. “I’d probably be the least use out of all of us here anyway.’

      “What if Soul comes for you?” Lilian asked. “It’s not safe.”

      “You’re misunderstanding the reason why she’s staying with Alison,” Angel said grimly. “It’s to take care of her, not protect her. If Soul came for her, there’s nothing any of us could do to stop him. You remember his level, don’t you? We literally cannot fight against him. He’s just been toying with us.”

      Tilly swallowed. “That’s really not very reassuring.”

      “It’s fine,” Silver said. “Soul is up on the surface somewhere. Just try to stay out of the way. He’s probably already gotten what he needed to from Alison. We’re just ahead of him.”

      “That isn’t reassuring either,” Tilly muttered. “Maybe you guys should just get going before you make this sound any worse.”

      Light flooded into the room as the doors ground open, revealing a gold-paved pathway behind them. Thick glimmering tubes of silver hung from the ceiling along the path, pulsing with brilliant blue liquid.

      Angel swallowed and aimed his newly repaired grappling hook at the top of the doorway. He glanced back at Tilly, who gave him a reassuring nod, and then fired the hook.

      Lilian’s wings sprouted from her back, and she zipped over to the door while Angel swung through the air, landing beside her.

      Silver took a few steps back and charged across the platform, leaping through the air and latching onto the wall. He clambered up it and popped to his feet beside the other two, brushing imaginary dirt from his clothes and adjusting his hat. “Let’s go see just what kind of goodies are stored in here, then.”

      Angel nodded and set off down the path, the other two falling in step behind him. The sound of their footfalls echoed through the halls. Angel’s skin prickled with magic, but his Star Fragment remained silent.

      The hall came to a stop before a huge, open room. Within it, a massive copper sphere hung suspended in the air. It was the size of a small mansion and covered with machinery and runes. Huge tubes ferried brilliant blue magic around it, traveling down into the walls and floor. Vents puffed thick purple smoke that gathered at the ceiling above.

      A lone console sat directly before them. It was amusingly small compared to the majesty of the rest of the room.

      Angel took a shaky breath and instantly regretted it. His lungs burned, and he staggered back, gasping for air instinctively. His arm sparked, and the feeling faded away.

      “There’s so much magic,” Angel breathed. “I can literally taste it.”

      “What is this place?” Lilian asked, swiping a hand through the air. Tiny motes of blue light flickered across her fingers.

      “It kind of tickles,” Silver said. “I’ve never felt this much energy in one place before.”

      Angel tapped a foot on the ground, sending a tiny ripple of magic out from the impact point. “This is incredible. And look at those tubes – they’re drawing even more magic into the sphere. With the density of energy in here…”

      “It’s like all the magic in the world,” Lilian finished.

      “Literally, if Soul is to be believed,” Angel said. He took a hesitant step into the room, breathing in slightly. The magic tickled his lungs, but it wasn’t as bad as the first time. He pressed onward, approaching the console. “This must be where Old World Magic was sealed. But when did they have time to build such a thing during the Great War? The Buried Gods existed long before it. Does that mean someone had planned to seal the magic before the war even started?”

      Angel arrived before the console and pressed his hand against it. Runes along its sides lit up, and a screen flickered to life before him. And just like that, Angel understood.
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      “Oh shit,” Angel muttered. “It’s the System itself. That’s how it’s operating everywhere. It’s using all the magic to run itself. That couldn’t have been intentional, though. The System existed during the Great War, didn’t it?”

      “It did,” Lilian confirmed, grimacing as magic slipped between her lips. “But not at the scale it exists at now. There were several, actually. It’s just been so long that I assumed the others had gone defunct, not that one had overpowered them because they simply had no magic left to run.”

      “Then someone modified the System to draw far more energy than it was supposed to and somehow made it gather all the Ether in the world?” Silver asked. “So if we blow up this thing, the magic is free?”

      “Blowing it up would be bad,” Angel said. “We’d all get obliterated, and there’s so much magic stored here that would be consumed in the reaction – if it goes up, who knows how many years it will be before magic returns to the rest of the world. We need to shut it down, not destroy it.”

      “Do you think asking politely will work?” Silver wondered.

      Angel shook his arm. “You’ve been pretty quiet. How about some help? You brought us here. Now let’s bring Old World Magic back before Soul shows up.”

      The Star Fragment crackled. “So little has changed. It is almost disappointing.”

      “What do you mean?” Angel asked. “Were you the one who made this?”

      “Some things never change, Angel. You’ve gotten better at traversing catacombs and deconstructing Old World Magic, but a fool you were, and a fool you will always be.”

      There was a loud click, and a plate on Angel’s arm popped open of its own volition. The fragment popped out. The black Reave’s and Shield’s Fragments shot out of his bag, and Lilian gasped as her chest cracked and the yellow stone flew from it. The four fragments spun together, crackling with energy. Soul slowly took form behind them, materializing from thin air.

      “If I didn’t know better, Angel, I would have thought you were trying to help me,” Soul said, shaking his head and laughing. “Your uncontrollable desire to restore Old World Magic has probably done more to aid me in destroying it than anything else in recent history. You were truly a brilliant investment.”

      Angel stared at Soul in disbelief, unable to muster even the slightest thought. Soul smirked.

      “How quaint. I can see you trying to figure out just what you overlooked this time. After all, I’m only a man. Even if I have multiple bodies, I shouldn’t have been able to get in here since the doors were locked. Heart, of course, has more bodies than I can count. One of which was sealed in this chamber when it was originally made.”

      Silver adjusted his grip on his sword and glanced at Angel, but the Seeker was staring mutely at Soul, disbelief marring his features.

      “Come now, Angel. Think a little. How could I get in here? The Vault was sealed, after all. I’ll give you a hint – I couldn’t get in until the doors were open. That much, at least, was true.”

      “The Star Fragments?” Angel whispered. “But how? Your fragment should still be off, buried in the catacomb where I trapped you.”

      “Oh, it is,” Soul said. “I’ll be retrieving it shortly. What power did my Star Fragment give me, Angel? Think, boy. Let’s see you use your brain for anything other than research for once. You already guessed part of it in our previous meeting, but did you really think that was it?”

      “It’s literal, isn’t it?” Angel asked bitterly. “Soul. You can hop between the Star Fragments. That’s what you meant by jumping bodies. Heart’s fragment lets him make bodies, and you can inhabit them. You really are dead. You’re nothing more than a specter.”

      “And he finally gets it,” Soul said, laughing. “I am the Star Fragments – or what was formed when they were created and my friends were consumed to create them. They are mere extensions of my original form. I am the only one left. The fragments have no intelligence of their own. Unfortunately, when the fragments were shattered during the Great War, I found myself unable to use my powers in my spirit form. I had to seek out people to use it for me, giving them the fragments, until the time where I could gather enough magic to build myself a body that could fully access my powers once more. And voilà – here is all the magic in the world, stored and kept waiting for me.

      “You’ve done wonderfully, my apprentice. I’d won a long time ago, but you were so insistent on aiding me in the last steps of my plan that I couldn’t bring myself to stop you. You even found one of my old experiments and brought her to see if she functioned – I’m proud of you. Well done.”

      “What are you going to do, then?” Silver asked, waving his sword at the huge orb. “You couldn’t possibly need the rest of that magic to rebuild a body.”

      “Destroy it, of course,” Soul replied, reaching out for the floating Star Fragments. “I didn’t lie about that. Old World Magic is a plague. I am the only one who can be trusted with its powers. I will turn myself into the greatest relic in the history of this world and consume what little magic remains.”

      “You’re mad. I’ll kill you. Again,” Angel hissed, clenching his arm. The open plate snapped shut, and a spell whirred into place.

      “How cold, Angel,” Soul said, his voice shifting until it was the Star Fragment’s. “I’ve been with you every step of the way. Saved your life dozens of times. Aided you in destroying the Buried God. We did this together.”

      “What about the memories?” Angel hissed. “I saw them. Your friends, the people who died to form the Star Fragments, wanted to end the war. They wanted to save people. You’ve gone against everything they stood for! What happened to Durven?”

      A flicker of confusion passed over Soul’s face, and he faltered. “Durven? Where did you hear that name?”

      Angel took that moment to strike, sending a bolt of relic-empowered lightning screaming for Soul’s head. The spell struck him and evaporated harmlessly, but Soul didn’t even seem to notice.

      “Where did you hear that name?” Soul demanded. “Durven is dead!”

      “No, he isn’t,” Angel snarled. “I saw the Star Fragment’s memories. He’s still there, as are the others. You’ve just been abusing them, and they’ve closed themselves off to you.”

      “A remnant of what once might have been does not mean intelligence remains,” Soul snarled. Heart grabbed the Star Fragments out of the air, and Soul overlaid himself with the robot, fading as its eyes lit with cold intelligence.

      “You’re wrong,” Angel said, taking a step forward. “Durven, I need your help. If we fail here, everything you fought for will be gone. This monster won’t stop after he rebuilds himself.”

      “Your words fall on dead ears,” Soul said. “There is quite literally nothing you can do. You are too weak, as are your companions. Once I deal with you, I’ll take care of your apprentices. And then, this will finally be over.”

      “Hardly,” Angel said, clenching his fists. “You’ve been at war for hundreds of years, Soul. This will only extend it. You’re trying to keep magic from its rightful place in the world. It was a tool of destruction, but also of creation and survival. People flourished before the Great War.”

      “And then Old World Magic ruined it all,” Soul replied. Magic started to twist down from the air around him, forming streamers that snarled with energy.

      “Not Old World Magic,” Angel said. “People like you. Your friends gave their lives to destroy the Buried Gods and protect people. You’ve profaned everything they stood for. Durven, I need your help. Please.”

      Soul’s magic flared, and a beam of light erupted from his palms, shooting for Angel’s chest. Purple lightning erupted, crackling alongside the blast and swallowing it just instants before it could reach Angel.

      The purple Star Fragment shot away from Soul’s grip, and Angel grabbed it out of the air. It sank into his skin instantly, burrowing through his body in a cold flash and settling within his metal arm.

      “Not so dead after all,” Angel drawled, trying to mask his thundering heart.
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      “I will investigate this once you’ve been dealt with,” Soul snarled. He took the remaining Star Fragments, and they sank into him as his body grew more corporeal. “Or have you forgotten that you cannot damage me? You are too weak.”

      “That was when you still had a body,” Angel replied. “And the System lies when you’re the one controlling it. I think we’ll take our chances.”

      Lilian and Silver lowered into fighting stances. The wound in Lilian’s side from where her fragment had flown from her chest had started to heal, but the damage to the metal remained open, and her rate of improvement was significantly worse without the fragment.

      Angel raised his hand and fired a bolt of lightning. Soul batted it away, and the three of them charged him. Silver reached the ancient man first, his flowing sword flicking out and biting at Soul’s chest.

      Soul’s body twisted unnaturally to avoid the strike, and he drove an elbow into Silver’s side. The bandit rolled with the strike and swept Soul’s legs out from under him.

      A storm of lightning erupted from Soul’s fingertips and coursed down at Silver. Purple energy rushed from Angel as he arrived beside the two, gulping Soul’s attack. Angel drove his shoulder into his former mentor, knocking both of them sprawling across the floor.

      Tiny licks of purple lightning tugged at Soul’s body, and he batted them away with a snarl. He drew a rune in the air, and shards of ice materialized between them. Lilian leapt between him and Angel, blocking the brunt of the spell with the flat of her blade.

      Angel rolled out from behind her while Silver leapt at Soul again. Flashes of light and bursts of magic filled the room as the three fought. Silver’s and Lilian’s attacks did almost nothing to his body, which morphed and shifted out of the way, netting him only small scratches where there should have been fatal wounds. Angel’s spells did little better. Even without a body to fully inhabit, Soul was just hundreds of times more powerful than they were. What little damage they did manage to inflict upon him quickly healed due to Lilian’s Star Fragment.

      “It’s futile,” Soul said, striking Lilian in the chest and sending her flying across the room with a burst of fire magic. She crashed into the wall and slid down, the sword falling from her hands. “Your use is over, my former student.”

      Angel dove at Soul, tendrils of purple energy reaching out to envelop him. Soul responded with a shield of crackling blue light, blocking the Star Fragment before it could touch him.

      “You only studied artifacts and relics,” Soul hissed. “You don’t know the true might of Old World Magic.”

      He thrust a hand toward Angel’s chest, and the air condensed, launching Angel into the sky. Spinning, he fired a grappling hook at the wall and swung over Soul, landing between him and the giant floating sphere.

      “You’re wrong,” Angel hissed, gritting his teeth as his Star Fragment’s power intensified, scoring across Soul’s shield but failing to find purchase. “We figured it out, asshole. Clearly, you aren’t always listening through the Star Fragments.”

      Angel raised his other hand, bringing a mote of magic to his fingertip, and traced a rune in the air. Soul’s eyes widened as the rune lit. Ambient magic surged to Angel, coursing down his hand and into the rune.

      A huge ball of fire leapt from it and slammed into Soul’s shield. It exploded with enough force to throw both men in opposite directions.

      Angel spun, skidding across the ground on his metal arm and then launching himself back to his feet.

      A blast of black energy sailed over his shoulder, burning a hole into the wall behind him. Angel traced another rune, and the ground ruptured before him, sending spikes racing across the floor toward Soul.

      The older man bared his teeth and replied with a rune of his own. Angel’s magic froze and dissipated, the ground returning to rubble.

      “You’re hundreds of years behind me in experience,” Soul growled, tracing a rune with each of his hands.

      Lilian’s sword crashed down on one of his arms, knocking it to the side. It did little to hurt him, but it ruined the rune he was creating.

      A loud explosion shook the room as Soul was thrown once again as his failed rune detonated.

      Angel and Silver charged him. Soul flicked his hand, sending a blade of wind screaming toward them.

      Purple lightning enveloped the spell, stopping it before it could connect once more. Angel bowled into Soul while Silver’s sword came down on the man’s hand.

      It rang off with a clang, but a thin line of blood appeared where it had struck.

      Soul’s shield sprang back to life, trying to push Angel back, but the lightning intensified, consuming it as quickly as Soul could cast.

      A spell whirred into place, and Angel shifted his palm until it was against his mentor’s chest. He bared his teeth and fired.

      Ice stretched across Soul, turning his chest blue. Before he could get a chance to recover, Angel reared back and drove his metal fist into the man’s chest with all the force he could muster.

      Ice cracked, and something gave slightly. Soul roared in fury and managed to cast something out of Angel’s vision. A brilliant blast threw him, Silver, and Lilian across the room in opposite directions.

      He hit the wall hard, crying out in pain as agony ripped through his body. For all the magical energy in the room, it didn’t look like his internal magic was any better than normal.

      Angel forced himself to his feet and started drawing runes in the air before him. He never let his hand falter, desperately hoping they would work the same way a rune circle would.

      Soul mirrored his work. Lilian and Silver charged him, but both men finished their spells too early.

      A dragon of fire charged forth from Soul’s fingertips, met with a massive snake from Angel’s.

      The magical beasts crashed together in the center of the room, ripping and tearing each other to shreds.

      Soul warped the ground around Silver’s feet, trapping the man where he stood. Lilian managed to avoid the spell, but caught a blast of ice to her face for her troubles.

      Angel ducked as a bolt of black magic nearly took his head off, then retaliated with a relic-empowered lightning bolt from his arm.

      Steam exploded from the back of his arm as the spell screamed across the room, catching Soul in the shoulder and jerking him back. Angel’s magical snake slipped away from the dragon, taking a brutal blow across its back in the process, and snapped at Soul.

      Its mouth closed around him for an instant before it shattered into fragments of magic, dissipating in the air.

      Soul stood with a snarl, a jagged wound in his shoulder already sealing.

      Angel dispatched Soul’s dragon with a beam of ice before it could turn on him.

      “You see?” Soul asked, laughing as his injuries finished closing. “You can do nothing. The Star Fragments are my power, Angel. They are MINE! Even if one rebels against me, it cannot match what I have. Once you fall, my strength will grow even greater.”

      His monologue was interrupted by a feathered form blurring across the room and descending upon him in a flurry of claws and teeth.

      Tilly stepped into the room, Alison’s arm slung over her shoulder.

      “I thought you might need some help,” Tilly said. “What do we do?”

      “You need to get back!” Angel yelled. “He can steal your Star Fragment!”

      Tilly’s eyes widened, and she nodded, spinning and sprinting away. Alison remained behind, steadying herself against the wall.

      “There’s a lot of magic here,” she said, almost sounding woozy. “If I was to cast a spell…”

      Soul threw Jake away with a snarl. He fired a ball of flame at the bird monster, but it flapped out of the way and flew at him again.

      “Just don’t kill yourself,” Angel told her, then joined the fight once more.

      Magic scored across the room, and swords clashed. Even with the four of them working together, Angel could feel Soul slowly gaining ground against them.

      New cuts sprouted like desert grass across Angel, spreading rapidly across his body. Lilian and Silver weren’t doing much better, and Jake was starting to slow down. Meanwhile, Soul was almost entirely unhurt.

      “I need something more,” Angel hissed to his Star Fragment. “We can’t keep this up. Can we get through that shield?”

      There was no verbal response, but the lightning seemed to waver in what seemed to be a shrug. Angel gritted his teeth, digging for anything he could use to gain an advantage.

      And then it struck him. Angel glanced up at Soul, who was still packed in battle with the other three. Then he turned and sprinted back to Alison.

      “I need your magic again,” he said, panting. “Do you have enough?”

      “With all the magic in the air here? Easily,” Alison said, blinking. “I was just scared to cast anything and accidentally hit you guys.”

      Angel nodded, but he was busy drawing a rune circle on the ground with his scribe. He finished a little less than a minute later and risked a glance back at the fight. He immediately regretted it.

      Lilian was slumped against a wall, unconscious. Jake and Silver were both seriously injured and barely managing to keep up with Soul’s magic.

      Angel put his palm against the rune circle and nodded to Alison. “Quick. Activate it.”

      “This is wrong,” Alison exclaimed. “You’re drawing the power into yourself, not sending it out. You can’t handle that much energy!”

      “I can and I will. Do it,” Angel said urgently. “We don’t have time to waste.”

      Alison swallowed and touched a finger to the runes. Huge rivers of magic tore away from their surroundings and slammed into the rune circle, lighting the carvings with a brilliant blue before coursing up Angel’s arm.

      He yelled in pain as his nerves lit up like they were on fire. His plan almost evaporated completely from his mind, but he managed to pull himself back into reality and begin channeling all the power into the Star Fragment.

      “What are you doing, fool?” Soul yelled, staggering as he missed blocking a blow from Silver and received a thin cut across his throat in payment.

      “You told me yourself, remember? You’re one with the Star Fragments.” Angel hissed. “This is just a little bit of sympathetic magic.”

      The power coursed into the gem and lit up his body, filling the room with brilliant purple light. Angel’s hair stood on end, and energy screamed off his body, scorching the ground around him as well as his flesh.

      “Come on, then,” Angel growled. “Come back to your body.”

      And then he pulled. Soul screamed as his body wavered, splitting and turning translucent. The Star Fragments in his chest grew visible and struggled to keep him in place, but Angel had too much power.

      They dropped to the ground, and Soul shot over to Angel, vanishing into his arm. Angel groaned as his skin started to split from the sheer amount of magic coursing through him.

      “Get out of the room,” he gasped. “Get Lilian and the yellow fragment and leave.”

      Silver kicked the fragment over to Lilian. As soon as it touched her skin, it sank into her body. He slung the woman over his shoulder with Jake’s help and started toward the exit.

      “What about you?” Silver asked. “What about the magic?”

      “Get out. It’s going to explode,” Angel forced out, barely able to form words. “Just run. As far as you can. I’ll… catch up.”

      “You won’t survive!” Alison yelled. “There’s too much magic! If you blow up the orb, it’ll all come out!”

      Angel sent a pained glance at Silver. The man threw Lilian to Jake and struck Alison across the back of the head, knocking her unconscious. He slung her over his shoulder and saluted Angel.

      “Don’t die.”

      “I won’t. Don’t forget Tilly and Vanessa.”

      Silver nodded and sprinted out of the room with Jake. Magic hissed around Angel as he felt Soul struggle to free himself from the Star Fragment. Angel gritted his teeth and forced the man back. His grip was tenuous, and it was only a matter of time until Soul escaped. The other man was simply stronger.

      “Durven,” Angel wheezed. “Just a little longer. I need – I need them to get out.”

      If the fragment understood him, it gave no sign. More and more lightning stormed around Angel, struggling to keep Soul locked within it.

      A minute passed. Then five. Blood trickled from Angel’s eyes and nose. It soaked his clothes and made the ground slick beneath him.

      There was no time left. Angel gathered himself and raised his arm one last time, aiming it at the huge orb and tracing a rune circle in the air with a trembling fingertip.

      “No!” Soul screamed through Blue. “Stop!”

      Angel bared his teeth in a bloody grin. “This is for my arm, asshole.”

      A thick bolt of lightning erupted from Angel’s hand. It blinked across the room and struck the huge sphere, sinking into it and scorching the metal.

      For a moment, nothing happened. Then brilliant light started to spill out from within it, sending blue energy flooding into the cavern. It washed over Angel like a wave, rushing as it escaped.

      The orb lit with a cherry red glow. Angel’s lips quirked up in a smile. He pitched forward, crashing to his knees. The purple lightning from his Star Fragment began to turn itself on him. It enveloped him, and Angel’s thoughts started to fade as something tugged on them. The Star Fragments in his body vibrated in sync, adding their efforts to his. Flickers of memories that had once belonged to their original owners flashed through Angel’s head faster than he could track. Foremost of all of them was Durven.

      Through drooping eyes, Angel barely made out the man materialize beside him, a kindly smile on his face. The pressure in the room erupted, pressing Angel down to his knees. Magic ate at him from every direction.

      “Well done, Angel,” Durven whispered, his voice little more than a whisper. “Old World Magic was never meant to be contained, and now it will be free forever. Not even a Star Fragment can survive what is coming for more than a few seconds. Luckily, that will be all you need.”

      And then the center of the System exploded.
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        * * *

      

      The desert fractured. Sand churned and rock tumbled down around Silver and the others as they sprinted back toward the surface, moving as fast as they possibly could. Lilian was little more than a dead weight on his back, but his feet flew faster than they ever had before.

      “Faster!” Silver yelled at Jake, who had Tilly in one hand and Alison in the other. The bird squawked at him and accelerated. There was no sight of Vanessa.

      “Where’s Vanessa?” Silver yelled, twisting out of the way of a falling stone. Heat tickled his back, but he didn’t dare look back.

      “She left to try to reason with the guards,” Tilly yelled back.

      The explosion was taking far longer than Silver expected it would, and that wasn’t a good sign. With every passing breath, the air in his lungs grew thinner. A faint sucking force pulled at him, drawing everything back toward the System’s core.

      The relief he felt when he finally saw the exit quickly evaporated when Silver realized the sucking force had finally given in.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” Silver cursed, skidding to a stop in front of the stone door. It started to grind open, and he glanced back. Flickers of magic hung in the air, still for just an instant. Silver had seen scenes like this, typically just before a desert storm formed.

      The door slid open enough, and he threw Lilian through, diving after her. Jake was on his heels as they scrambled out onto the sand. A few more seconds passed as they scrambled away from the entrance and toward Dalliah’s camp, too preoccupied to even worry about if her guards were still after them.

      The sand above where the System probably was thumped. Then it was silent. Silver exchanged a glance with Tilly.

      “That was anticlimactic,” Tilly said. “Should we go back for Angel?”

      “Hold on,” Silver said, frowning as he caught his breath. “That couldn’t have been it. There was so much magic there, and the force it was giving off – we should have at least heard something.”

      “Well, we didn’t,” Alison said, slipping out of Jake’s hands. “We need to go get Angel. That explosion wasn’t nearly enough to–”

      The sky turned blue. A pillar of magic so wide that it blocked out the horizon erupted from beneath the sand with a deafening roar. Pure power surged and screamed in the air, sending out a shock wave so powerful that the choppers in the camp were tossed around like nothing.

      Silver and the others were blown through a tent nearly a hundred feet behind them. And still, the magic flowed. If anything, the pillar grew larger with every passing second. The sand beneath it turned to glass from the sheer heat coming out of it.

      Rumbles shook the earth with such force that Silver couldn’t even get his legs under him. All he could do was lie back and watch as brilliant lights streaked through the sky, stretching out across the Barren.

      Minutes passed. Slowly, the blast started to fade away, leaving delicate sparkles all throughout the air. Silver groaned, wiping sand and sweat from his face as he pushed himself upright. A massive crater sat where the Vault had once been, entirely made of glimmering glass.

      “Angel!” Alison yelled, scrambling past him and running toward the glass. Silver leapt to his feet and bounded after her, grabbing the girl before she could get too far. “Stop. It’s dangerous. Do you really want to fall in after everything he did to keep us alive?”

      “He’s down there!” Alison kicked, trying to free herself from his grip. “Let me go!”

      “You saw the size of that explosion,” Silver said grimly. “Nobody could survive that. Not even Soul. Don’t waste his sacrifice.”

      Alison slumped in his hands. “But… he was going to discover Old World Magic. He can’t die. We just got it back.”

      Silver shook his head, his eyes unreadable. A tear dripped down Alison’s cheek, but she said nothing. Silver put a hand on her shoulder, trying to keep his flat expression from faltering to the sorrow he was surprised to find that he felt.

      Tilly walked up, Lilian’s arm slung around her shoulder. Lilian had lost her sword at some point, but her wounds were rapidly sealing as the Star Fragment worked its powers on her.

      They all stared down into the pit. Guards from the camp emerged, disoriented and stunned, slowly joining them.

      “What happened?” one man finally asked. “Dalliah collapsed a few minutes ago, and we discovered that she was an automaton. My apologies for attempting to kill you earlier. We thought we were acting on her orders.”

      “One of the Reawakening,” Silver replied. “And it’s fine, everyone worth my time has tried to kill me once or twice. Where’s Vanessa?”

      “She’s safe,” the guard replied. “In her mother’s tent right now. She’s in charge until we can locate the Magistrate.”

      Silver grunted, turning back to the glassy hole. “You think anything could have survived that?”

      “Not a chance,” the guard said. “Was the Seeker down there?”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “I see,” the guard said diplomatically. “We owe him a lot, don’t we? That was Old World Magic in the air. Nothing else could have had so much power.”

      “It was, and we do,” Silver said slowly. “Although we may curse him for it too. Change is coming to the Barren, and not all of it will be good.”

      “That’s what we’ll be here for,” Lilian said. “I’ll pick up where he left off. It’s the least I can do.”

      “As will I,” Tilly said. “We’re his students, even if it was only for a little while.”

      Alison sniffled. She didn’t say anything, but nobody needed to hear the words to read the conviction mixed with the sorrow on her face.

      “I suppose I will as well,” Silver said with a sigh. “I imagine it’ll pay rather well, after all.”

      He walked closer to the edge of the pit and took his hat off. Somehow, despite the violent fight and explosion, it was completely undamaged.

      “Huh. Would you look at that,” Silver said. “It really was lucky.”

      He let go of the hat, watching it flutter down into the hole. Something wet pricked the edges of the former bandit’s eyes, and he blinked furiously. He inclined his head in a gesture of respect that he hadn’t shown anyone else in years, then turned and walked to rejoin the others. There was a lot of work to do if they were going to keep the Barren from descending into chaos.
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        * * *

      

      Buried deep within a snowy mountain, a mechanical body twitched. Its flesh had sloughed off now that Heart was gone, but the white Star Fragment embedded at its center remained.

      Trails of magic swirled around the body. Muscles formed, and skin started to stretch over metal flesh as it sat up, taking on the form of a man.

      The Star Fragment at its center shimmered. From the magic, intelligence sprouted forth. Where there had once been eight, there were now nine. A new mind had entered what was left of the coalition, merged with one of the original fragments by the enormous blast of magical energy.

      The body’s eyes snapped open, and they were brilliant purple.
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        Damien nearly ended the world. Now, his mistake might be the only thing that can save it.

      

        

      
        Good things come to those who wait. Damien Vale didn’t, and he ended up bound to an Eldritch creature from beyond the reaches of space. It has lived since the dawn of time, seen the world born and destroyed countless times, and wants to be called Henry.

      

        

      
        Unusual companion or not, Damien was still determined to go to a mage college and study magic. He wants nothing more than to live normal life as a researcher, but if Henry’s true nature is revealed, he’ll be killed.

      

        

      
        To top it all off, Damien’s teacher is a madman from the front lines of war, his alcoholic dean suspects something is awry with his companion, and Blackmist might possibly be the worst school in history. Damien has to prevent the end of the world, but he isn’t even sure he’s going to make it through Year One at Blackmist.

      

        

      
        Get Blackmist Now!
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        Fight, survive, adapt, and rely only on yourself.

      

        

      
        That is Derek’s creed, and what's gotten him through the System Integration on Earth.

      

        

      
        Everything changed when the System came. Cute bunnies and beautiful butterflies became savage killing machines. Then the Invaders arrived with a single goal: to obtain ownership of this new habitable planet.

      

        

      
        War has raged ever since.

      

        

      
        None of this mattered much to Derek, aside from making living a little more perilous. He mostly kept to himself. He was the weird guy who owned a cabin that occasionally came into town for a drink and light conversation. After System Integration, that didn’t change much—he only got stronger.

      

        

      
        After years of fighting monsters and Invaders alone, he’s become quite adept at surviving. Who needs others to get in the way or worry about?

      

        

      
        Until one day, Derek goes against his better judgement. He decides to lend some help on a mission that doesn’t seem too hard… He should have stuck to being alone…

      

        

      
        Get System Change now!
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        Melvin Murphy is your average everyday teen... until he finds the System.

      

        

      
        Melvin has normal problems. High School. Tests. Trying to find a girlfriend (and failing... miserably). But one day he awakens with access to a System that governs all magic.

        In his attempt to summon a teacher to show him the ropes, he botches the ritual and accidentally summons a magic-wielding girl named Kalliphae. Sure, she's powerful and deadly. A femme fatale who's more intimidating than even the most popular girls at school.

      

        

      
        But she's FAR from a teacher. She's the same age as him and clueless about Earth. Can you say perfect team?

      

        

      
        Get The Accidental Summoning Now!

      

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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      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
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