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Summary:


It is an undeniable fact that good things come in small packages. More often than not, it is necessary to trim the fat in order to bring what really matters to the forefront. Having extra bulk may seem like a good idea, but in reality it is merely a crutch that will one day become a hindrance, as it is no substitute for personality nor ability. Indeed, often times it is the small things in life that brighten up our daily lives and constantly remind us exactly why we do the things we do.


However, it is important to keep an open mind, for while bigger is not always better, there are also times when it is. This holds especially true when it comes to hopes and dreams, which have been known to require a suitably large container from time to time. And while dreaming big could potentially lead to massive dissapointment, one will never truly reach fulfilment if they think too small.


A truth that one small woman with meager aspirations is about to find out.


DISCLAIMER: This is a spin-off/side story of my main series, Everybody Loves Large Chests, which is also mandatory reading to understand this one. It runs parallel to the main plot, branching off from the chapter titled Upheaval 2, so there will be spoilers for anyone who hasn’t reached that point.









  Third Time’s The Charm 1


  

    “Are you sure about this?” asked Jess in a concerned manner.


    “…”


    However, the sentient mithril golem sitting opposite her did not respond, but instead kept staring out of the stagecoach window. The vehicle had already passed through the Ishigar Republic’s eastern border, which was kind of impressive considering it had been only four hours since it departed from the literal and figurative heart of that elven nation - the capital city of Azurvale. However, one didn’t really need to go through a checkpoint to realize they had crossed over into the Horkensaft Kingdom’s territory, as the scenery around the vehicle was rapidly becoming quite different. The endless fields of green - be they trees, grass or shrubs - had already been replaced by a considerably more rocky environment. That wasn’t to say that there was no plant life to be seen, but the Kingdom’s predominantly hilly and mountainous terrain did not leave a lot of room for vegetation to flourish. This meant that the only things that could be seen from inside the vehicle were grassy hills with patches of bare dirt or gravel, the occasional large boulder sticking out of the ground, and the snow-covered peaks in the far distance.


    “Yo, Fizzy!” yelled Plus. “The girl just asked you a question!”


    The golem slowly tore her gaze away from the window and looked towards her traveling companion. Jessiwick Wobblebang, or Jess for short, was a blonde-haired blue-eyed female gnome who was still very much in her prime. She had a face that bordered more on cute than beautiful, which was a bit at odds with her laborer-like attire. The gray wool shirt, baggy burlap trousers and heavy boots were so entirely common that people on the street would pass her without a second thought if it wasn’t for that face of hers.


    A face that was currently looking back at Fizzy with a genuinely worried expression.


    “… Hmm? Sorry, what were you saying?” she finally responded.


    The voice that came out of her throat sounded like someone was speaking through a metal pipe, mostly because that was exactly what was going on. As for the owner of said voice, her appearance could easily be said to be the opposite of Jessiwick’s. As a golem, every last part of Fizzy’s body was comprised of mithril. This radiant precious metal, also known as white gold, sparkled and glowed with a truly captivating luster, making her stand out like a shiny sore thumb if there was even the slightest bit of light around.


    It wasn’t just her ‘skin’ though, as Fizzy’s clothes emphasized and accentuated her body’s feminine curves while still keeping her halfway decent. Of particular note were the belts wrapped around her torso, more specifically immediately above and below her modest bust. They pressed the fabric of her short sleeved shirt against her permanently perky pontoons, making them appear larger than they actually were. The constantly disheveled overalls covering her legs left her hips and the sides of her thighs exposed, while also subtly announcing to the world that she didn’t wear underwear.


    Indeed, as a golem, she didn’t really have to wear anything. It was actually within her nature to show off her body to others so that they might admire it and shower her with praise. A less flattering way to put it would be to say that she was an exhibitionist with heavy narcissistic tendencies, and she loved every second of it. However, one had to wear clothes in order to appear respectable in civilized society, and as such her current risque attire was something of a compromise between the need to blend in with others and her innate instincts as a walking work of art.


    That wasn’t to say that Fizzy was always like this, of course. As a matter of fact, her current shiny self was a relatively recent development. Although she was once a simple gnome who only wanted to hone her Artificer Job in relative peace, certain box-shaped circumstances had caused Fizzy’s life to veer wildly off course. A fateful meeting, a wrongful imprisonment, a divine rendezvous, a cursed gauntlet and several months of violence and mayhem had seen to it that the naive girl named Cornie Fizzlesprocket was, for all intents and purposes, dead. Neither her pathetic flesh nor her bothersome naive personality remained anywhere on this world. She had willingly and eagerly cast both of them aside to become the glorious mithril golem that was currently hitching a ride with Jess.


    Well, technically Fizzy still retained the same face, name and memories from her time as a useless meatbag, but those remnants were, respectively, not necessarily a bad thing, still had some use, and couldn’t be helped.


    “I asked if you’re really fine with just up and leaving like we did,” reiterated Jess. “It’s not too late to turn back if you’re having second thoughts, you know.”


    “No. It’s okay. I can’t stay in that place anymore,” responded Fizzy while leaning back in her seat, causing the cushion to creak ominously under her tremendous weight.


    “Surely you can work things out with Keira if you just gave it a bit of time, right?” offered the gnome.


    “I’m afraid it’s not that simple,” stated the golem. “I know I said we had a ‘falling out,’ but truth be told, its a good deal more complicated than that. ”


    “And you’re sure there’s no way you can make up and be friends again?”


    “Yes,” replied the pint-sized Paladin while once again looking out of the window. “Quite sure.”


    “Heh. Yeah, that’s certainly one way of putting it,” commented Plus in a jovial manner.


    What do you want me to say then, huh?! shouted Fizzy internally. Oh hey, so my God’s chosen Hero died yesterday. Also by the way that Hero was actually a treacherous monster and I not only knew that, but willingly committed atrocities in its name. Whoops, my bad!


    “Easy there, boss. I never said it was a bad excuse. I’m just saying I hope it doesn’t come back to bite us in the ass.”


    What, the authorities? Those guys are a joke. I’m more concerned that whatever ended Boxxy might come after us, too.


    “Right, that’s a good point, actually. I hadn’t thought of that.”


    That just shows you got a lot to learn, rookie.


    “I guess.”


    After that brief exchange, the golem’s head went as dead silent as the cabin had become, disturbed only by the gentle rattle and shaking of the stagecoach as it traveled along the stone road. However, rather than awkward, the silence felt succinctly more solemn, though that could probably be attributed to Fizzy’s divine presence. As a Paladin and Champion to the God of Chaos, it was only natural that she would exude a subtle divine aura that promised to safeguard the faithful against harm. It was a Job she was personally given by the Goddess of Gambling herself to support the unstable deity’s chosen Hero, and Fizzy took that task of hers very seriously.


    And all her effort and hard work were proven to have been for naught, as blasted Mimic had gone off on its own and gotten itself killed anyway.


    *SLAM*


    “Waaaah! What was that for?!” squeaked Jess in a loud voice.


    Fizzy had struck the side of the cabin with her fist in a fit of futile anger, producing a much louder noise than she was intending.


    “Are you alright in there?!” came a male voice from somewhere behind the golem’s head.


    “We’re fine!” she shouted back. “Sorry about the racket!”


    “Yeah, whatever,” replied the coach driver. “Just don’t break my ride, alright?”


    “I won’t! Sorry again!”


    The man let out a few more dissatisfied murmurs, though the wooden paneling between him and his passengers made it impossible to pick up on what he was saying.


    “Seriously, what’s going on with you?” asked Jess. “I know we haven’t known each other for long, but you’re acting way too weird!”


    “Yeah, well, you’d behave strangely too if you suddenly lost something precious to you.”


    “O- Oh…”


    … Crap, did I just spill the beans?


    “I think you might have, yeah.”


    “Did it… hurt?” asked Jess hesitantly. “Your arm, I mean.”


    “Oh! Looks like she misunderstood!”


    Yeah… I guess I’ll just roll with it.


    “Golems don’t feel pain, you know. Not physically, anyway,” explained Fizzy while caressing her shoulder stump with her right arm. “But emotionally? It’s been hard. Harder than I thought it might be. I just can’t settle down ever since I lost it. I mean, I thought I could put it past me without too much difficulty, but now I’m having second thoughts. Knowing that a part of me is missing and I can never get it back is depressing, to say the least. Sure, I can maybe find a replacement, but something tells me that nothing will ever fill the void it left behind, and that this sense of loss will haunt me for the rest of my days.”


    “Wow…” replied the flabbergasted Jesse. “I never knew it meant so much to you.”


    “Well, it did. More than you could ever know. It’s just a shame I didn’t realize how precious it was until it was already gone.”


    “… Are you sure you’re still talking about the arm?” asked Plus in a slightly accusatory tone.


    Who knows? replied the golem internally.


    “I guess I may not be able to relate, but I think I get it,” continued Jess. “I’d probably feel like my life was over, too, if I lost an arm. An artisan’s hands are their greatest asset, after all!”


    “Nope. Sorry to break it to you, but if you think that, then you are wrong.”


    “I am?”


    “While hands and opposable thumbs are definitely important, all they ultimately amount to are extremely convenient tools. An Artificer’s main weapon is, and always has been their mind.”


    “It… It is?”


    “Of course it is, you moron! You don’t keep blueprints and schematics in under your fingernails, do you?! It’s not your pinky that tells you how much Firedust is too much Firedust, and it’s not your knuckles that determine how much strain a cog can take before it breaks!”


    “Hmmm… I guess I’ve never thought of it that way. I’ve always been a more ‘hands on’ person, you know?”


    “Well, you better grow out of it, and soon,” warned Fizzy. “You won’t make it as an Artificer unless you learn to work smarter, not harder.”


    “Just can’t help but act the Mentor, can you?” said Plus in a bemused tone.


    Yeah, well, teaching has always been one of my strong points.


    In fact, that gift of hers was part of the reason why Fizzy was aiming for the Royal Institute of Technology. Although it carried out a lot of research, it was an academic institution first and foremost. She always enjoyed teaching others, so being able to turn it into a profession while furthering her Artificer Job was hardly a bad idea. Truthfully speaking though, she wasn’t really looking forward to dealing with idiots who didn’t know a lug nut from a flange, but rather the opportunity to show off exactly how brilliant she was. After all, anyone could plainly see that her glorious frame was worthy of worship, but it would be even better if they recognized her superior intellect as well.


    “I see! So that’s how it was!” exclaimed Jess. “You say some really nice things! As expected of a Fizzlesprocket!”


    Jess’s excited smile rapidly diminished into a panicked frown as she realized she just uttered the F-word.


    “I’m sorry!” she apologized immediately. “I didn’t mean to-!”


    “Calm down, Jess. It’s alright,” said Fizzy in a surprisingly calm voice. “I’ll be hearing that a lot once we get back to Gun Tarum, so I might as well get used to it. At least until I get it changed.”


    “Oh, right.”


    There was a brief moment of silence as Jess worked up the nerve to speak her mind.


    “Can I ask you something personal, Fizzy?”


    “I guess.”


    “Why do you want to distance yourself from your clan so much? I mean, I’m sure they’ll welcome you back with open arms if you just gave them a chance. You can easily get into the Ritz if you had their help.”


    “… Maybe, but that would defeat the purpose of the exercise.”


    “Huh?”


    “It’s like… How can I possibly hope to achieve true greatness if I’m constantly relying on someone else’s hand?” she explained. “Would a soldier who readily accepts a medal he didn’t earn still have the right to call himself a soldier? Would the people who climb mountains feel like they’ve accomplished something if someone else just flew them up to the peak?”


    “Uhm… No?”


    “That’s right - they wouldn’t! Glory has to be earned, and I want to be someone who’s capable of seizing it by myself. I’m going to climb that mountain under my own power, and even if I don’t reach the peak, I want to still be able to stake my claim on it and proudly declare ‘This is mine!’ while standing on my own two feet! I want to be the hero of my own story, not cower under someone else’s shadow!”


    There was another moment of silence while Jess waited to confirm that Fizzy was well and truly done with her tirade.


    “You, uh, are we still talking about the Fizzlesprockets?”


    The golem turned away from the gnome and rested her shiny face against the glass window.


    “Who knows?”
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    A convoy of 21 vehicles - carriages, wagons, and coaches - was pulling into the dwarven city of Steelhead, after finishing their 3-day journey from the elven capital of Azurvale. Although a significant part of the distance was covered in an instant thanks to the wonder of elven Forest Gates, the majority of it had to be crossed the old fashioned way. Which meant it was open to assault from wandering monsters and/or roaming outlaws, who would surely notice such a large procession.


    However, any man, beast or monster who wished to assault this caravan would be met with overwhelming deadly force in the shape of nearly 100 adventurers acting as armed escorts. This might have seemed like an excessive number of guards at first glance, but it was actually quite standard. Experienced merchants and travelers often formed large groups like this whenever possible, and with good reason. With each group of passengers hiring their own team of adventurer escorts, the resulting security detail naturally ended up looking like a small army.


    Which was pretty much the point of the whole exercise. Having a large force like that was the ultimate deterrent against attacks. Granted, some roaming monsters who didn’t know any better still challenged the passing travelers, but they didn’t last more than a second or two under all that concentrated fire. The same would go for any highwaymen or bandit gangs attempting to ransack the convoy, assuming any of them were stupid enough to actually try. Criminal outfits very rarely grew larger than 50 or 60 people at the most, so they would definitely find themselves vastly outnumbered in a situation like that. Even ambushes were out of the question, as with that many people on hand, the armed guards could easily spare a few adventurers to scout ahead and watch out for treachery.


    So the final result was that the adventurers got paid, the passengers could enjoy the trip in peace, and nobody had to lose their lives. It really was a win-win-win. Except maybe for the outlaws who were denied their ill-gotten gains, but that was just another win for the law-abiding citizens. There were, of course, incidents where those thugs had formed into larger group, totaling in the hundreds, at which point they would become a serious threat. Not just to unsuspecting travelers and small settlements, but to the stability of the government as a whole.


    It was at that point that excrement struck the air flow regulation unit, as bandit outfits that grew too large would find themselves under assault by the country’s standing armed forces. In fact, both the Ishigar Republic and Horkensaft Kingdom found themselves having to resort to such things quite a bit in recent weeks.The cause of this sudden upsurge in unrest was due to Imperial deserters who didn’t quite approve of the way the war ended. Even the Empire found itself under assault from its own troops, as there were those who rose up in open rebellion against the ‘False Emperor’ and his cabinet.


    What all this ultimately meant for people braving the wilderness was that there was a higher chance of running into trouble, which was still practically non-existent so long as they struck to large convoys. And statistics had been on the side of the 21-vehicle procession that was already busy unloading both its passengers and its cargo, as they hadn’t suffered a single incident that warranted the use of deadly force.


    “No! You stay away from me!” screamed Jess.


    However, that didn’t mean there were no incidents whatsoever.


    “But Jess!” pleaded Fizzy as she chased after the blonde gnome. “You can’t just leave me like this!”


    “I don’t care! You’re horrible! I can’t stand being around you any longer!”


    The reason why these tiny women were having a fight in public was that the mithril golem had gone too far. During the trip, one of the scouts reported sightings of outlaws bearing the markings of a criminal gang led by one Four-Finger Flinn. Under normal circumstances that would’ve been the end of it, as Flinn’s outfit was way too small to pose any sort of threat. The adventurer escorts, on the other hand, had no obligation in particular to waste time, effort, and possibly lives to chase after them. The two sides would have just ignored each other in a sort of tacit agreement to live and let live, as neither was looking for a pointless fight.


    “Come on! What did I ever do to you?!”


    Except for one shiny psychopath. Fizzy had not only chased after the bandit den, but she even had the gall to commandeer one of the adventurers she and Jess had hired - a dwarven Rogue - to track them for her. Since this was a client’s request, the man felt he had little choice to accept, though neither Jess nor the rest of his team approved of his decision.


    “It’s not just me!” screamed Jess. “It’s what you do to those around you!”


    In the end the group of 40 or so outlaws were wiped out, but the Rogue had gotten caught in the crossfire and lost his life. And the worst part was that not only did the golem not show a single shred of remorse for getting a good man killed, but she even had the gall to return to the convoy covered head-to-toe in blood and grinning like a lunatic. She hadn’t even noticed her companion had died until his friends questioned her about his wellbeing, at which point she let out a casual ‘Oh right, there was a guy like that!’


    “C’mon don’t be like that! If I didn’t take out those guys then they would’ve ruined someone else’s life! I couldn’t just ignore them! Not when my own father and brother were killed by that sort of scum!”


    But while Fizzy’s argument abound a vendetta seemed like a valid one, Jess was only further outraged by it.


    “Don’t you dare use your family as an excuse, you psycho! You attacked them because you wanted to murder people, not out of some sense of justice!”


    Indeed, what the blonde gnome had issue with wasn’t the act itself, but the extremely troubling motivations behind it. And her words were right on the money.


    “I think I’m starting to understand why Keira dumped you!”


    “Uh-oh,” exclaimed Plus.


    Just as the positively-charged Parallel had feared, Fizzy’s temper instantly flared up. Her eyes opened up all the way and her lips curved into a broken smile as she began contemplating whether she should shut that dumb blonde by force, or by excessive force.


    “There! There it is!” exclaimed Jess while pointing straight at the mithril murder machine. “You’re giving me the same look you got when you heard there were bandits afoot! What, are you going to kill me just because you feel like it?!”


    “C’mon, Fizzy!” pleaded her alter ego. “We need to keep our cool here! There are literally hundreds of adventurers on hand to put you down if you do anything stupid!”


    The place where the caravan had dropped the two of them off was a open-air stone plaza that was a popular drop-off and departure point for both wagons and adventurers. It even had a row of shops catered to both parties lined up along the edge of it as testament to its popularity. And while that Fowl-Fingering Fatass, or whatever his face was, and the rest of his pathetic troupe were pushovers, these people were different.


    They were better armed, better supplied, better trained to fight monsters, and there were a whole lot more of them. Some of them actually seemed to be waiting for Fizzy to turn violent, as that would give them an excuse to cash in on her shiny mithril hide. Of course, they only thought that because they had no idea who they were dealing with, but they still gave the golem pause. In fact, this sort of situation was exactly what Jess had counted on, and why she waited until now to confront her soon-to-be-former traveling companion.


    “You need help, Fizzy,” she said in a pitying tone. “You’re not well. Normal people don’t act the way you do, surely you realize that. I think your wild golem nature is getting the better of you, and you need to fix it before it gets you and others killed.”


    “I… Okay, yes, you’re right,” admitted the shiny woman. “I just get overcome by this red haze sometimes, okay? I promise I’ll do my best to change, so please, help me with this. Surely you know some people that-”


    “No.”


    Jess cut her off with a firm refusal.


    “I’m sure that somewhere underneath all that glamorous metal beats the heart of a real person and a brilliant Artificer, but honestly? The current you terrifies me. I never know when you’ll lose control and flatten me in some fit of madness. I’m sorry, but you’re on your own.”


    Having said that, Jess finally turned her back on the empty shell that was once Cornie Fizzlesprocket and ran off into the crowd.


    “Jess, wait!” yelled the golem as she gave chase. “Please, I’m sure we can work this out! I can be better, I know it! So please… don’t leave me…”


    However, with every step she took, Fizzy’s feet felt strangely heavier, and her one good arm steadily lost power and slumped by her side. Under normal circumstances, she could easily catch up to the gnome, but she already knew it would be pointless.


    “I think we just got dumped,” remarked Plus, though her attempts at injecting humor into the situation had almost the opposite effect.


    Screw her! screamed Fizzy internally. Don’t need her anyway! Yeah, she was only dragging me down!


    “Dragging us down, you mean.”


    Whatever.


    Having been spurned by the only remaining soul who knew her circumstances was a bittersweet taste, but Fizzy would recover. She was anything if not a survivor, after all. She made her way back to where their stagecoach was parked while enduring damning stares from the crowd around her. These were so unlike the looks of admiration she wanted, that they actually made her feel worse rather than better. If attention could be untasty, then what she was being treated to right now was definitely it. She picked up her things from the somewhat frightened coach driver and quickly left the scene, not wishing to make a fool of herself any longer.


    Her luggage was actually stored in three Bags of Holding, magic items that were 10 times bigger on the inside than on the outside, and also cut the weight of all items stored within by half. Inside these convenient containers were all of Fizzy’s worldly possessions, which amounted to a lot less than one might imagine. They included whatever gold she stole, or rather inherited from Boxxy, the smashed up remnants of her mithril arm, the unblemished shield gauntlet that was once attached to it, the Masterwork electric charge pack she created prior to the events of Armageddon Day, a bunch of miscellaneous Artificer parts and tools, and last but not least - her trusty enchanted steel wrench.


    It was a bit depressing, knowing that her entire life, such as it was, could be stuffed into three unnaturally deep pouches, but this was still pretty far from rock bottom. Fizzy had not only been there, but practically lived it for weeks on end, so she profoundly understood that things could be much worse. She certainly wasn’t a stranger to starting over, either, as she has had to do so twice already. The first time was when her father moved to the Empire and the young Cornie had to adapt to a new environment, new culture, and new societal values while dealing with the fact she would never, ever fit in with human children. The second instance was when she was volunteered by an unstable deity to help a dangerous box hunt down and defeat a lich.


    In other words, this was already the third time she’s had to start from scratch and, although she didn’t want to tempt fate by saying it, still believed that ‘third time was the charm.’


    That being said, the golem once again double-checked the presence of the three magical pouches she had and entered into Steelhead proper. The city itself was built out of hundreds of excessively large buildings that far outstripped anything built by man or elf. These high-rises could go up to as much as 30 stories high were thrown together out of stone, steel, and wood that had been magically fortified so that it wouldn’t crumble under its own weight. And although not all structures were that obscenely tall, none of them could be described as small, as those that didn’t excel in height, instead did so in width.


    This was one of two archetypes of dwarven and gnomish settlements typically found in the Horkensaft Kingdom. Up until about a century ago, almost all of the population lived more or less underground. They would tunnel into hillsides in search of resources, and would gradually turn those holes in the ground into burrows, and when enough of them gathered around one spot it would become a village. More extreme examples of this behavior were places like Gun Tarum, the Kingdom’s capital, which was built literally inside a hollowed-out mountain.


    That was the traditional style of dwarven and gnomish homes that was predominant across the land. However, that gradually began to change with the advent of the Artificer Job. The naturally more industrious and, as some might say, lazier gnomish population had been gradually moving away from digging out huge swathes of the earth in favor of streamlined apartment building construction. In their own words, they prefer to build their own mountains rather than tunnel into existing ones.


    It was a bit ironic that the shortest of the enlightened species aimed the highest, but that was the reality of the situation.


    Of course, one didn’t necessarily need a history lesson to understand that the skybound structures that dominated Steelhead were very much a gnomish endeavor, as the population naturally reflected that. Over 70% of the people Fizzy passed by on the street were her former kin, and many buildings were tailored to fit their particular vertically-challenged dimensions. But while most of them could technically be used by ‘extra-sized’ individuals such as elves and humans, many of them would find the accommodations cramped and uncomfortable. Even dwarves sometimes banged their heads on the extremely low gnomish doorframes in some pubs and restaurants. There were, of course, a slew of restaurants, inns, and shops tailored to suit the city’s taller residents and visitors, but they were concentrated in the aptly named Tower Row, which was very much removed from Fizzy’s current location.


    That being the case, the former gnome would probably not stand out as much as she did back in the Republic. Assuming she wasn’t a walking pile of mithril, of course. People were even poking their heads out of their apartments’ windows to stare at her pass by in wonderment. And since all these gazes were noticeably less accusatory and damning that the ones Jess invoked prior to her escape, Fizzy naturally started feeling a bit better about herself.


    Unfortunately even that didn’t last long, as she soon started getting questioned regarding her model number, owner, manufacturer, asking price, and other such unwelcome topics. These people made the pleasant buzz she was starting to accumulate instantly disappear, as it made her realize she really wasn’t in Azurvale anymore. Even while people here were no strangers to the sight of golems, or rather because of that, none of them even considered that Fizzy might be her own owner. Or that her manufacturer would be a cursed gauntlet, that her model number was ‘FCK-U,’ or that her asking price would be their god damned face if they didn’t leave her alone.


    “What’s going on, Fizzy?” asked Plus in a concerned manner. “You’re not usually this rude to people who approach you with a twinkle in their eye.”


    I don’t like their attitude, she replied while ignoring another potential buyer’s inquiries. They don’t even see me as a person, but as a thing. I don’t like it.


    “So? How is this any different from before? I mean you got idiots like these all the time back in Azurvale’s Stone District.”


    Yeah, but none of these assholes even try to see beyond my shiny skin!


    “Can’t really blame them though, you got some amazing skin.”


    Sure, but I mean there’s more to me than just a radiant piece of glorious ass. Why don’t any of these meatbags even try to understand that?


    “Right, I think I see what’s going on. This is about Boxxy, isn’t it?”


    What?! As if!


    “Face it, Fizzy. You don’t miss the way some long-eared plebs saw you. What you really long for is Boxxy’s gaze. Nobody has ever been able to appreciate us as completely as it did. It was able to see all of us, both inside and out, metaphorically and literally. That box practically worshipped you, and we adored every second of it.”


    Yes, alright! screamed Fizzy internally. I miss it! I miss it so much I can’t even think straight unless I’m murdering things!


    “Right, good. Now that that’s out in the open, why don’t we see about doing just that? There should be an arena of some kind in Steelhead, right?”


    Oh, right! Of course!


    Now that Fizzy thought about it, the way she was introduced to Azurvale’s general public was through the spectacle of gladiatorial combat. A space like that glorified violence and made champions out of killers, so it was the perfect place to start if she hoped to endear herself to the populace. Granted, Boxxy had only sent her there so she could learn to fight while earning money, but the social side effects of it were quite substantial, and exactly what Fizzy needed right now. As long as she was able to rebuild her reputation as the Rustblood Juggernaut, then other people’s perceptions of her would surely shift to a more favorable direction.


    Plus, is it me, or are you actually a genius?


    “Oh, so that’s how it was. I was a genius all along, huh?”


    Yup! Without a doubt!


    “I see, I see. It’s only natural though. I am you, after all!”


    True, true. Well then, shall we go see about stomping on some meatbags for the benefit of our new fans?


    “Yeaaaaah! Let’s go!”


    After cheering herself up in more ways than one, Fizzy strode off in search of the arena, blissfully unaware that while she was carrying out her internal pep rally, one of her Bags of Holding had been stolen.


    And, as luck would have it, it was the one that held not only all of her money, but also the cursed shield-gauntlet that turned her into a golem in the first place.
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    “AAAAAAAAAH!”


    A loud scream came out of a back alley nestled between a pair of 20-meter tall apartment buildings. And although all of the pedestrians on the adjacent road heard it, none of them even tried to investigate its origins. Dark, dingy places like those were the pits of despair in the city of Steelhead, and only existed to house the city’s most underprivileged residents. Hearing disconcerting noises come out of such dark corners was almost commonplace, so none of the residents concerned themselves with such cries.


    This willing disregard for their fellow citizens would seem harsh and cruel to an outsider, but this was merely the way things were in the Horkensaft Kingdom.


    To begin with, while dwarves and gnomes placed a lot of importance on family and clan, this also meant that outsiders and strangers were often left to fend for themselves. It simply wasn’t in their nature to go out of their way to help the poor with hand-outs. Within Horkensaft culture, it was widely accepted that one had to earn their keep if they hoped to eat. Things like charity were actually somewhat frowned upon, as a good chunk of the population believed that it only encouraged their lazy behavior.


    That wasn’t to say they were completely heartless people, of course. They merely looked after their less fortunate brothers and sisters in a slightly different way - by providing them with gainful employment. Many guilds offered internship positions to pretty much anyone that needed a job, regardless of their social status or skillset. The work typically consisted of grueling menial labor and the pay was terrible, but at the same time these interns were provided with food, clothes, and shelter by the guild. As an added bonus, they typically also got a small discount on whatever goods and/or services their employers offered.


    Strictly speaking, it was a harsh lifestyle with little hope for promotion, but it was still an honest and productive one. Finding an open position was not exactly difficult, either, as there was always work to go around in Steelhead. Cargo had to be delivered, precious metals and minerals had to be dug up, lumber and wild herbs had to be gathered, fields needed tending to and there was always some dead beastie or another that needed to be dismantled. And if all of that failed, then becoming an adventurer was always an option as well.


    In short, if one needed paying work, then finding it would not be difficult.


    However, that didn’t mean that everyone was willing to work all day every day for some pittance with little-to-no-hope of living ‘the good life.’ Those kinds of people either resorted to petty theft and pickpocketing as a way of making an easy profit, or joined up with one of the three major cartels that took refuge within the country. And these criminal organizations continued to operate in no small part thanks to how easy it was to control street-level law enforcement with coin. A side effect of the stingy, family-centric nature of dwarves and gnomes alike was that it made them more easily susceptible to both bribes and blackmail.


    “Noooo! Come baaaack! Help meee!”


    The bottom line was that if someone was screaming their lungs out in a back alley in Horkensaft, they were almost always a criminal. And while a few ignorant tourists might think to play the good samaritan and poke their head in where it didn’t belong, such screams were mostly left unanswered and ignored until they quieted down. Or until a cop showed up and investigated the disturbance whether he liked it or not. Otherwise his failure to enforce law and order could be reported, and his wallet would suffer for it.


    This time, however, it would appear that neither of those things happened.


    “Out of my way! Move it, gramps!””


    A young dwarven male - somewhere between 14 and 16 years old by the looks of him - dashed out of the alley and ran down the street, nearly knocking over an elderly gnome in the process. His hair was an oily brown with long bangs that draped over his eyes, his nose was large and bulbous, and his clothes consisted of an old black vest, dull red work shirt and some filthy gray overalls that had long ago lost their original color. His face, on the other hand, was as white as a sheet, and in his hands was a Bag of Holding which wasn’t closed properly, allowing several golden coins to spill out of it during his hasty escape.


    Even the jaded pedestrians couldn’t help but stare after him in a mix of confusion and shock, as his behavior was quite disconcerting. A dwarf letting gold fall out of their pockets and then failing to pick it back up? Why, the mere idea of it was ludicrous! But, before any of them could ponder the money’s clearly dubious origins, the reason behind the young lad’s borderline-heretical behavior walked out of the alley.


    “Help me! Please!”


    The first thing the surrounding people noticed about this newcomer was the white metal gauntlet on his left hand, which shone brilliantly in the afternoon sun. The more discerning among them were able to tell at just a glance that the glove, vambrace and shield were all bonded together, and were forged out of the purest of mithril. The value of such a thing could not be understated nor easily determined, but it was certain to be worth a modest fortune.


    However, the gnome it was attached to was much too poor to legally own such a treasure. The long black coat on his back, while sturdy and undoubtedly warm, was quite old. The battered trouser legs and old boots that poked out from beneath its hem even further solidified the fact that this guy was clearly undeserving of an item of that caliber. His face wasn’t anything remarkable other than making it obvious he was around the same age as the dwarf that ran past earlier. His most prominent feature was the short, spiky, and uncharacteristically bright green hair that strongly implied an elven father, which wasn’t all too surprising considering the town’s proximity to the Republic.


    What was surprising, however, was the way he walked. Or rather, he wasn’t so much ‘walking’ as he was ‘dragging his feet.’ He was leaning heavily towards his left while his arm was left hanging limp. It was almost as if the gauntlet on it was much too heavy for him, which seemed a bit odd as mithril was known to be a relatively light metal.


    “Please! Someone! I can’t- I can’t-”


    In his desperation, the young man kept calling out for help, but his appearance made the already uncharitable people around him even less likely to approach. Something was clearly wrong with him, and the fact that the nature of this ‘something’ wasn’t readily apparent only served to make them back off even further. The moss-headed gnome continued to plead helplessly until his knees buckled under some unseen weight, and he collapsed on the cobblestone road shield-gauntlet first with a heavy clunking noise.


    “Get this thing off me! Get it off me!”


    While on the ground, he tried to force the expensive piece of armor off his left forearm, but his efforts were met with nothing but frustration. It was at around this point that people began to realize this was the sign of a cursed item - a tainted object that offered great power to its wielder, but at a heavy price. And something that was most of those things had in common was that they would be nigh-impossible to remove once equipped.


    “Alright, stand aside, you lot!” shouted someone as they made their way through the crowd. “What’s going on over here, eh?!”


    The dwarf that made forced his way forward was a middle-aged man with a heavy build. He wore a padded black uniform with white underclothing poking out from around his hands and neck. A small round shield was attached to his left forearm while a double-bladed axe with a short handle dangled from his right hip. He had a pair of beady eyes and a marvelous upwardly-curled moustache, but no beard. On his head was a bell-like helmet painted black, with a shield-shaped copper badge bolted to the front of it, which had the number 127 engraved on it in large, blocky print.


    “Please, mister copper!” shouted the man. “You need to cut it off!”


    “What you screaming about boy?” he said as he got closer. “What do you want me to cut off?”


    “This! Blasted! Thing!” enunciated the poor boy as he kept banging on the mithril gauntlet.


    “Are you even listening to yourself?” responded the public servant. “Ain’t no way I can cut through that! Hell, is that even yours?!”


    “No! It’s not! So get it off me!”


    “Right, right, we’ll do just that down at the guard house. Come on, ya little-!”


    The street rat had openly admitted to theft, so the copper - or ‘cop’ for short - tried to do his duty and bring him in for questioning. Those plans were then rapidly abandoned when the young gnome pulled out a knife with his right hand, causing the dwarf to reach for his axe and brace for an attack.


    “Look! I’ll show you!”


    However, rather than lash out at him, the youth merely ripped open his old coat and underlying shirt to reveal the shocking truth. His left arm, shoulder, and part of his torso were covered by a series of interlocking steel plates. And although he could waggle his mithril-covered fingers, he lacked the strength to support that much heavy metal at once, and was effectively pinned to the ground by his own body.


    “Sweet Goroth,” muttered the copper as he realized that the steel plating was slowly encroaching on the rest of him, threatening to swallow him whole.


    “It’s cursed, see?! Do you understand, now?! If you do then chop this fucking thing off!”


    “Chop what?! I don’t know what you want me to do!”


    “My arm, man! Slice off my fucking arm!”


    “I… I don’t-”


    “Hurry! I can’t… I can’t even breathe right!”


    The cause of his shortness of breath was undoubtedly the advancing Curse of the Steelshaper currently enveloping his body. It had already claimed the left half of his torso and was threatening to crawl up his neck, weighing down both his lung and his windpipe, restricting his ability to breathe normally.


    “Alright! Grit your teeth, laddie!”


    The dwarven cop grabbed his war axe with both hands and stood above the offending limb. The crowd held their breath as he lifted it above his head and swung it down in a wood-chopping like motion.


    *CLANG*


    However, while he definitely hit the steel-covered bicep of the cursed gauntlet’s victim, he was unable to cut through it. He still left a harsh dent in it, but it was obviously going to take more than one go.


    “Again! Hit it again!” pleaded the gnome, and the dwarf complied.


    *CLANG CLANG CLANG CLANG*


    But no matter how many times he hit the same spot, he wasn’t making nearly enough progress. Although this was partly due to the poor quality of his axe - which was more for show than anything else - it was an undeniable truth that this thing was hard. It felt like it would take him at least two or three minutes to completely get through it, but that was time the poor boy didn’t have. The curse had already enveloped most of his face and chest, and he was so short of breath that he couldn’t even speak.


    Just as he was about to give up, the copper heard a set of thunderous footsteps behind him. They were heavy, scraping paces that threatened to crack the very road they walked on, and were rapidly headed towards him.


    “Out of the way, meatbag.”


    He heard a disrespectful voice from behind before he was shoved rudely aside and felt his already dull axe fly out of his hands all on its own. He rebuilt his balance and turned around to chastise whoever the owner of that bucket-impeded voice was, but was momentarily stunned speechless, much like the rest of the crowd.


    In front of him stood a golem made out of what appeared to be pure mithril. Rather than the clumsy and unsightly manservants he was used to seeing around town, this construct was far more… life-like. The amount of detail on it was so extreme, that if he didn’t know any better, he’d think she was a mithril sculpture that had come to life.


    “Hey!” he shouted out after snapping back to his senses. “What do you think you’re doing?! Where’s your owner?!”


    “Who me?” replied the animate art exhibit with a small smile. “Don’t mind me, I’m just passing by.”


    “Yeah, right! And I’m the princess of Waffleopolis! You know something about this curse thing, don’t you?!”


    It really didn’t take a genius to determine that a queer mithril golem missing a left arm and a piece of unnatural left-handed mithril armor were connected in some way.


    “It isn’t a curse,” she said softly. “It’s a blessing. My blessing. And I’m taking it back!”


    In the next instant, she raised the copper’s axe in the air using her one good arm, and then swung it down with terrifying speed.


    *CRACKLANG*


    There was a loud impact that left a wide crack in the ground, sending both stone and metal fragments flying off at less-than-safe speeds. When the dust settled a few seconds later, the crowd that had instinctively ducked for cover was treated to the sight of that shiny newcomer holding the shield-gauntlet in hand. The magic item that had shrank down to fit the gnome’s tiny hand began to expand in size, reverting to its original dimensions. The severed limb of its latest victim slid out of the growing cavity, falling to the ground with a wet plop.


    As for the owner of said appendage, his body was slowly beginning to recover. His left arm stump had already adopted a more fleshy disposition and was even starting to bleed profusely. All things considered, it was hard to tell whether this was a good or a bad thing, but he was definitely going to recover in due course. However, as far as Fizzy was concerned, ‘in due course’ was code for ‘way too fucking late.’ She stowed away the Left Hand of the Forsaken Sentinel in one of the other two Bags of Holding on her person, then kneeled next to the bleeding boy. She placed her hand on his steel-covered left shoulder and began to administer first aid.


    “Cleanse! … Holy Light! … Cleanse! … Holy Light!”


    After a series of quick applications of alternating restorative and purifying holy magic, Fizzy was able to completely purge the remnants of the curse while making sure the boy survived. The crowd let out a small round of applause when the gnome coughed himself back into consciousness and the last bit of cursed steel flaked off his skin. It was hard to deny that there was something truly special about witnessing a pure-white holy healer at work.


    “Are you alright?” asked Fizzy as she helped him sit up. “Does it hurt anywhere?”


    “Yeah,” replied the boy in a hazy manner. “Everything hurts.”


    “Well then, congratulations! You’re back to normal!”


    She then gave him what seemed to be a celebratory pat on the back-


    *SMACK*


    “GUHAH!”


    -but was actually an open-palmed blow. One hard enough to make him scream out in pain while coughing up a bit of blood, which immediately made the peanut gallery fall silent.


    “What the hell are you-! Oh.”


    Now that the stinging pain had brought him back to his senses, he realized the shining angel that had just saved him was actually the infuriatingly expensive golem he had robbed a short while ago. He had her pegged for an easy mark, as something that extravagant was bound to be carrying a lot of good stuff. It also looked sturdy enough that it wouldn’t notice if its luggage suddenly lightened by a few kilograms’ worth of valuables. With that in mind, he had pocketed the heaviest-looking Bag of Holding while it was spacing out and made a rapid retreat. And he would’ve gotten away with it too, if his mate didn’t talk him into trying to put on that weird gauntlet.


    But he did, and as a result the thief ended up in his current predicament. Lying half-naked on the ground, with that very same golem smiling at him mere centimeters from his face. But the smile on those lips wasn’t one of forgiveness, but one of terrifying glee. The sort of smile a mischievous little brat would make after getting a brand new toy. One that the child would enjoy smashing against various hard surfaces to satisfy his destructive impulses.


    “Now then,” said Fizzy while grabbing him by the shoulder. “Where’s the rest of the stuff you stole from me?”


    “I- … Uh… I’m not… sure.”


    Not hearing the answer she wanted made Fizzy respond by putting a little bit of strength into her grip-


    *CRACK*


    -shattering his collarbone with a gruesomely loud noise. The young lad started howling in pain, but a quick application of the pint-sized Paladin’s healing magic quickly cured his injury, but leaving the agony fresh in his mind.


    “Where’s the rest of the stuff you stole from me?” repeated the golem as if she were a broken record.


    The pickpocket stared at her with quivering eyes and trembling lips. Unfortunately, paralyzed by fear as he was, he had taken a bit too long to respond.


    *CRACK*


    “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAARGH!”


    “Holy Light.”


    *Fwoooom*


    “Haaah, haaaah, haaah.”


    “Where’s the rest of the stuff you stole from me?”


    “My partner has it!” he blurted out finally.


    “There you go! See? I just knew you and I would become fast friends!” said Fizzy in mock bemusement. “Now, where might I find this ‘partner’ of yours?”


    She immediately began to put pressure on his abused shoulder, but his mouth began running before his bones had the chance snap.


    “He has this place he likes to hide out! I’ll lead you to him! It’s not that far!”


    “Oh, well if you insist. After you!”


    The crowd watched in silence as the psychotic golem got up from the ground and carried her new ‘friend’ along by the neck in front of her, almost as if he were a bag of garbage. Before she made it past the crowd, however, someone shoved the dwarven copper from earlier into her path. The man was clearly unwilling to stand up to that monster. Coppers like him were first-responders anyway. They were intended to handle small stuff like domestic disputes or drunken bar fights, not what seemed to be a rogue golem.


    “Is something the matter, officer?” asked Fizzy sweetly.


    Still, she seemed… reasonable enough, so he decided to at least try talking her down. It wasn’t the smartest of ideas, but was part of his duties as a peacekeeper deputized by the city guard. Which he needed to do if he hoped to keep a roof over his family’s heads and put food on their tables.


    “You, uh, *Ahem* Good day, miss. I don’t suppose you’d be willing to unhand that miscreant?” he asked.


    “Miscreant? Why, whatever do you mean, officer?”


    “Isn’t… Isn’t this just a thief who stole from you?”


    “Oh, heavens no! You have the wrong idea! Mossy here would never steal from me!”


    “M-Mossy?” blurted out the gnome in her grasp.


    “After all,” continued the golem. “We’re such good friends. Aren’t we?”


    The dwarf could just barely see her tighten her vice-like grip on the gnome’s neck. The way his flesh tried to escape between her fingers gave the impression that she was squeezing an overripe banana.


    “That’s right!” he sputtered out while struggling to take a breath. “We’re the best of friends, her and me! I wouldn’t even dream of stealing from her! Or anyone for that matter!”


    “See? No crime here!” declared the shiny psychopath with the infallible smile. “Just having a bit quality time together, that’s all. What about you, Mr Badge Number 127? Do you want to be my friend?”


    A stray piece of circular metal fell from above the instant she finished saying that. It landed directly between Fizzy and the public servant, lodging itself between a pair of large cobblestones in the road. A quick glance revealed that this steel shard was actually a remnant of the dwarf’s one handed war axe, which had shattered into several large pieces upon its arm-severing impact.


    “Nope,” squeaked the copper. “I’m good.”


    “Aw, a shame. Well, come on, Mossy. Let’s find someplace else to… expand our circle of friends.”


    The instant the golem took a step forward, the sea of people in front of her scattered as if they were running for their lives, allowing her to carry on her way unabated. As she was walking away, another copper - this one a plucky dwarven woman with the serial number 216 stamped on her hat - arrived at the scene from the opposite end of the road.


    “Borestone!” she shouted as she approached her colleague. “Borestone! What the hell happened here?!”


    The dwarf looked at her, then at the large crack in the road by the dismembered hand. His eyes then passed over the piece of shattered axe at his feet as he shot a fleeting glance at the side street Fizzy had just disappeared to. His sight then traveled horizontally across the rapidly dispersing crowd until they settled onto his superior officer’s face.


    “Nothing at all, ma’am,” he said in a surprisingly calm voice. “Just a nice lady teaching others about the magic of friendship.”
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    “Th-there!” stammered the newly-christened Moss. “All done!”


    The golem took her hand away from her new best friend and inspected it thoroughly.


    “You missed a spot,” she declared with a pang of dissatisfaction in her voice. “Right here, between the thumb and index finger.”


    “Ack! I’m sorry! I’ll get it right away!”


    Having said that, the gnome that had tried to rob the golem earnestly resumed scrubbing her hand with a wet washcloth. The two of them were doing this by an out-of-the-way well behind some apartment buildings. The residents seemed to have made something of a tucked-away grove of green amidst the sea of gray and white stone. There was a giant oak tree in the middle of it, a small field of patchy grass surrounding it and even a few flowers. It wasn’t much, but it was a miracle any vegetation would grow in a spot that got so little sunlight, so it was certainly impressive in its own way.


    As for the well in question, it had fallen into disrepair since the buildings all had indoor plumbing and there was little to no use for it. The hand-pump that was supposed to draw water from it had rusted over to the point where it was almost impossible to actually move the lever. And even if someone managed it, the water that came out of the spout would undoubtedly be murky and stink of rusk. Thankfully for Fizzy, or more specifically for Moss, a quick application of Metallopathy-channeled healing magic had restored it to prime condition, allowing the gnome to easily get a stream of clean water from it.


    Which was necessary to wash out all the dwarf blood that was stuck to Fizzy’s fingers, forearm, and forehead.


    “Is- Is that better?” asked the gnomish lad as if seeking her approval.


    “Hmm… It’ll do, I suppose,” she answered while opening and closing her fist several times.


    It wasn’t like the caked-on blood would impede her movement or anything. She just hated leaving her glorious body sullied in meatbag filth. Normally she would clean herself, but ‘normally’ she would have a second hand to actually do so, which was why she had to borrow Moss’s assistance. As for why the teenager was doing everything she said, it probably had to do with how thoroughly she had ‘befriended’ his partner in crime earlier. Right in front of his eyes.


    “Well, that’s that then,” declared Fizzy. “Later kid, and stay out of trouble.”


    The gnomish pickpocket watched silently for a few moments as the mithril golem began walking off.


    “You… You’re leaving?”


    Okay, maybe not as ‘silently’ as he should have.


    “Of course I’m leaving. I got stuff to do, people to see. None of which are in this damn town.”


    “Can- Can I come with you?”


    “Nope,” she answered instantly without looking back.


    “Come on! I’m sure I can be of help!”


    He took a small run up to keep pace with the golem that tried her best to ignore him.


    “What if you get stained again?” he pleaded. “You’d need an attendant, right? It would be a shame to keep someone as dazzling as yourself in anything other than spotless condition!”


    Something about his words finally made Fizzy stop and turn around to look at him. However, the look on her shiny face was much more hostile than the young lad had expected.


    “Listen here, meat,” she said in a menacingly quiet voice. “You should count your lucky stars there’s too many witnesses around here.”


    She jerked her head up and to the side, towards the dozen or so people that were peeking out of their apartment windows. Moss was momentarily taken aback, as he hadn’t really noticed any of them until now. Normally the citizens didn’t just stare at others like that, but he knew from personal experience that Fizzy’s radiant countenance drew attention like moths to a flame.


    “If it weren’t for them,” she continued, “I’d squash you flat here and now for daring to steal my precious, and nobody would give a shit. So get lost before I have to get myself bloody by beating you half to death like your friend back there!”


    The dwarf that had tried to abandon Moss and abscond with Fizzy’s ‘inheritance’ was left alive since her pummeling of his face had drawn a small crowd. While beating a thief bloody for daring to steal someone else’s hard-earned property was to be expected in dwarven society, outright killing them was generally frowned upon. And the highly conspicuous golem seriously wanted to avoid any more trouble from the city’s coppers.


    “He’s not my friend!” shouted the boy. “No friend of mine would just leave me like that and run off with the loot! And you’re right! Nobody cares about me! None of these arseholes would give a shit about me if I wound up dead or missing! ‘Neighbourhood spirit’ my arse!”


    He then turned towards a particular direction and pointed directly at a plump looking old lady with gray hair and a wrinkled face.


    “Yeah, I’m talking to you Mrs Rattlebolt! You’re an ugly, evil cow, and I hope your alcoholic husband strangles you to death one of these days!”


    His outburst made nearly all of the peeping toms hide their heads. Seeing those people turn tail brought a small measure of satisfaction to the boy, but Fizzy remained wholly unmoved.


    “So? If they don’t care about you, then why should I?”


    “Because you-! Uh… That’s right! You need me to get on the mag-rail!”


    “… Did you just say mag-rail?”


    Hearing those words had momentarily thrown Fizzy for a loop, as she was wholly unprepared for this blast from the past.


    “Uh, yeah. Mag-rail. You know, the mag-rail? The big yellow box that glides along this thin strip of steel at idiotic speeds?  You’re really not from around here, are you?”


    As far as Fizzy knew, the mag-rail was supposed to be just another of her father’s crackpot ideas that never saw the light of day. He had plenty of designs and blueprints, but lacked the funding to build an actual prototype. And yet judging from this boy’s words, not only was that concept made into a reality, but it was already common knowledge.


    “No… I guess I’m not.”


    Then again, it had been almost two decades since Rory Fizzlesprocket had left the Horkensaft Kingdom, and someone else had probably managed to carry on his work. It wasn’t like scientific progress had taken a vacation just because he wasn’t around, after all.


    “Why would I want to ride this mag-rail though?”


    “Because you’re headed to Gun Tarum, right? What, were you planning to take a carriage there or something?”


    “Of course not. I was planning to walk the whole way, actually.”


    “For real?! That’s hardcore!”


    Sure, it was a huge distance across winding, rough terrain, but that didn’t matter much to a golem like Fizzy. She didn’t need to eat, drink, or sleep, meaning she could jog the whole way without taking a single break. In actuality, if her trip from Azurvale to Steelhead was any indication, she’d actually make better time than a horse-drawn carriage. She’d also get to take as many murder-happy detours as she wanted without some blonde bimbo questioning her motives.


    But now that she knew the mag-rail was a thing, she was rapidly reconsidering her travel plans. She wouldn’t be able to call herself an Artificer if she didn’t personally inspect this marvel of modern technology, after all. She was so curious about it that she probably would’ve gone to check it out even if it wasn’t going to take her to her destination.


    There was just one little problem.


    “… How did you know I was headed to Gun Tarum?”


    “Uh, I may have… sort of… overheard you and that blonde lady argue about it earlier…”


    “Oh, right. There was a lot of yelling involved, huh?”


    In fact, that very public argument was how Moss and his dwarven accomplice had come across Fizzy in the first place. They had seen an unimaginably expensive and possibly malfunctioning golem carrying three heavy Bags of Holding, so they naturally assumed she’d be loaded in addition to being an easy target. Having found their mark, they then tailed her for a bit before making their move. The dwarf walked in front of her, intending to bump into her in order to distract her and give his partner an opportunity to relieve her of her financial burdens.


    At least that was the plan, until he realized that going through with it would be like walking into a brick wall and swerved away from her path at the last second. His bizarre movements still caught her attention, however, and the green-haired gnome took advantage of this and lifted the heaviest-looking Bag of Holding off her person. The magical container had quite a bit of heft to it even with the weight reduction enchantment on it, which almost made him fumble and drop it. But he didn’t, and had managed to slip away with it before Fizzy had realized that her luggage had lightened by several kilograms.


    Something she wouldn’t have failed to notice if she had been a flesh-and-blood gnome rather than a magically animated pile of precious metal.


    “Okay. Let’s say for the sake of argument that I’ve decided to ride the mag-rail to the capital,” she consented. “Now, why in the hell would I want a pointlessly squishy tag-along like you?!”


    “B-b-because! They don’t let unattended golems onto the monorail!” he blurted out at an amazingly rapid pace. “I realize you’re only half-golem, or a curse-bearer or something, so I know there’s a person in there, but you’re gonna have a hard time convincing those damned coppers! But if I was with you, I could get you onboard real easy! I’d need to pose as your owner and stuff, but it would be, like, entirely temporary!”


    “…”


    Fizzy quietly contemplated his words. It wasn’t the worst suggestion ever, as it would allow her to circumvent some of the regulations that the Horkensaft Kingdom had on golems. At the same time, however, the idea of having some pathetic meatbag who couldn’t even fend for himself as her ‘owner’ was a bit sickening. Even if it was only on paper.


    “I think we should go for it, boss,” chimed in Plus when she noticed her other self’s indecision. “The sooner we get to Gun Tarum, the sooner we can get our arm fixed up and start working on building up our rep!”


    The Parallel entity made a good point, as per usual. There were probably a few tourists who knew of Azurvale’s Rustblood Juggernaut, but this wasn’t Azurvale, and neither was the dwarven capital. Nobody in this country knew her circumstances - be they manufactured or genuine - so trying to get anything done by herself would be a huge pain.


    Truth be told, she had also been having doubts about taking on Horkensaft’s arena circuit in her current condition. After all, her fighting style relied quite a bit on the use of her shield arm, which was currently in pieces. Not to mention that not being able to even clean herself properly was mildly depressing. That being the case, expediting her repairs seemed like the wisest course of action, which meant making her way towards Gun Tarum with all haste.


    I can’t say I can trust this guy, though, argued Fizzy. If it were me, I’d never forgive anyone who took one of my precious limbs away from me.


    “Tell me about it. I kind of wish we had the ability to defecate just so we could go take a dump on that guy’s grave. But! This moss-headed moron isn’t a cold-hearted badass like us. He’s just some punk kid who’s in over his head.”


    That’s precisely what I’m worried about. He just might be stupid enough to try and double-cross me.


    “Normally I’d agree with you, but we did technically save his life. Or at least he seems to think so. I think we can trust the fact that he’s indebted to us.”


    So you’re saying I should have faith? In this guy?!


    “Well, he’s been awfully cooperative so far, right?”


    That was actually a bit of an understatement. Moss had done everything Fizzy had told him ever since the two of them became best friends with minimal complaint. He didn’t even utter a peep while Fizzy repeatedly broke his dwarven accomplice. If anything, he seemed to have grown somewhat attached to her, if the fervor with which he insisted to tag along was any indication.


    “Besides,” continued Plus, “I really want to ride that mag-rail!”


    Yeah, I know. Me too.


    “Alright, kid,” said the golem after concluding her mental deliberations. “I’ll grant you the privilege of showing me around for a bit.”


    In the end she decided that taking a chance on this guy was worthwhile. After all, she wouldn’t be able to call herself a follower of Jumanji if she avoided a gamble just because it might turn out bad for her.


    “Yes!” said Moss with a fist pump. “Trust me, you won’t regret… you won’t reg… Hat-choo!”


    The boy sneezed suddenly, letting out a spray of spit and mucus in the process. Luckily for him, he turned his head at the last second, otherwise Fizzy would’ve had to wash a lot more than snot off her body.


    “Ah, sorry about that,” he said while wiping his nose on his arm. “I guess I shouldn’t be running around half-naked in this weather, hahaha!”


    His upper body was still more or less exposed ever since he ripped apart his coat earlier, and with autumn steadily turning into winter the climate was naturally quite chilly. He just hadn’t noticed it in all the excitement. But now that the adrenaline rush was over, he was starting to shiver so much that his teeth began to rattle audibly.


    “Ugh,” groaned Fizzy. “That’s why meatbags are so bothersome. Just go get yourself dressed already, will you?”


    It wasn’t like she was worried about his health or anything, but if he was going to accompany her, then he had to at least make himself look presentable.


    “And make it snappy!”


    “Sure! Be right back, Fizzy!”


    The boy ran off into one of the buildings, leaving the golem alone in the courtyard. She didn’t have anything in particular to do, so she just sort of paced around idly as she waited for him. After a few minutes of this she wound up staring at the faint traces of dried up blood on her knuckles. It wasn’t because they particularly stood out or anything like that, though. In fact, if it wasn’t for her Perception (PER) enhanced sight, she probably wouldn’t even notice them. But she did, and now she was unable to un-see them.


    But the real reason she wound up staring at them was because her thoughts had drifted off to the same direction they always did whenever she had nothing to do.


    “I don’t have to be in your head to tell you’re thinking about Boxxy again,” noted Plus. “But it sure helps.”


    “I can’t help it,” she muttered. “I mean, Boxxy always took such good care of me. He gave me plenty of attention, and made sure to thoroughly clean and polish my frame. I don’t think anything can make me shine the way he did.”


    “It.”


    “Sorry, what?”


    “Boxxy was an ‘it,’ not a ‘he.’”


    “Oh. Uh, right. I knew that.”


    The golem suddenly turned around while swinging her fist, stopping it mere millimeters away from Moss’s startled face. She then flicked her finger, striking him in the forehead and knocking him on his ass. Given the child’s frailty, it was probably like being beaned in the head with a brick.


    “Ouch! What was that for?!”


    “Don’t you ever try to use your Sneak Skill on me again,” said Fizzy coldly. “Otherwise you won’t get off so easily next time.”


    “I didn’t mean to! I mean, yes! Okay! I won’t!”


    “Good. Now, are you just about ready to get a move on?”


    “Yeah,” said the gnome while rising to his feet and rubbing his forehead. “All set for departure!”


    He had wrapped a blue scarf around his neck and covered his upper body a long black coat similar to his old one. However, this one seemed to be a size or too big for him, judging from the way it hung off his slim frame. The way his left sleeve hung off his stump was a bit weird, but overall he looked less like a hobo and more like a traveler. He also seemed to have brought some a little something extra with him.


    “What’s that?” asked Fizzy while nodding at the light brown duffel bag slung across his torso.


    “Oh, this? Ah, just traveling necessities! Y’know, clean clothes, some food. Stuff us meatbags need.”


    “Will the trip really take that long?”


    “Yeah. It’ll take like 3 days to get to the capital.”


    The golem quizzically raised an eyebrow at those words.


    “You sure about that?”


    If what she remembered of her father’s boasts was correct, the mag-rail should’ve been able to cover the 900 kilometer distance between Steelhead and Gun Tarum in a matter of hours, not days. Then again, that sort of speed was mostly theoretical. She had no way of known what sort of compromises its creators had made in order to make it work.


    “Not really, to be honest,” admitted the gnome while nervously scratching his lawn-like head. “I haven’t actually ridden it, so I’m just telling you what I heard. I mean, I always wanted to give it a try, but I’ve never had a reason to leave town. Or the, uh, money to afford a ticket in the first place…”


    “I get it. So you want me to foot the bill for your little adventure, is that it?” said Fizzy in a slightly accusatory tone.


    “No! No! I mean, yes, but also no! It’s just that, like, uh, they’ll only ask me for a ticket, you see, so you only have to buy one of them anyway!”


    “… I’m going to be treated as luggage, aren’t I?”


    “Y-yeah…”


    Fizzy let out a thoroughly displeased groan that sounded like a steel bridge was crumbling under some unseen strain. It really was surprising how much noise someone that small could make.


    She really should have expected that sort of treatment, though. After all, common sense around these parts dictated that golems were to be treated either as tools and equipment, or as threats. Depending on their point of origin, of course. But since Fizzy was neither built in a foundry nor born as a wild golem, she had to settle for one of those two options, at least for the moment. And one of them was significantly less likely to result in a subjugation Quest or a bounty on her head.


    “Fine, let’s just get this over with,” she consented.


    “Right! I’ll guide you to the station, then!” said Moss with a bit too much enthusiasm. “Ah, actually, you might want to get rid of those clothes of yours.”


    “Huh? Why?”


    “Well, they’re, like, all bloody. And stuff. You got some, uh, dwarf on your shirt there. Besides, domestic golems don’t normally wear clothes. Not the ones I’ve seen, anyway.”


    “Right, you kind of have a point there.”


    Fizzy mainly wore clothes because she wanted to be perceived as a person rather than an item or a mindless monster. Well, she was very much a monster both inside and out, but definitely not a mindless one. That being said, she immediately began stripping on the spot, right in front of Moss and the dozen-or-so spectators that were still leaning out of their homes around her.


    Of course, being the hopelessly narcissistic exhibitionist that she was, this didn’t bother her in the slightest. In fact, she seemed to make something of an accidental strip show out of it since she was still getting the hang of dressing and undressing herself with just one arm. Getting the blouse off her torso without ripping it, for example, was always a bit of a struggle, as it always got caught on her incredibly hard nipples.


    Once she was completely naked, the golem stuffed her outfit into one of her bags.


    “Actually, carrying my own luggage should be fine, right?” she pondered aloud for a moment. “Yeah, it’s probably fine.”


    Domestic golems were mostly used for heavy lifting anyway, so it would definitely help with what she hoped would be a very temporary front. Having made up her mind, she quickly gathered up her trio of melon-sized Bags of Holding in a small pile, lifted them up in her right arm, and pressed them securely against her private pair of permanently perky peaks.


    “Alright, all set. Now, which way to the mag-rail station?”


    “… Uhm! S-south,” squeaked out the grass-haired gnome.


    “Okay. Make sure you don’t fall behind now, yeah? Otherwise I’d have to get someone else to serve as my meat puppet.”


    The mithril golem then began moving out, with the teenage gnome following a few meters from behind. He kept giving her short, succinct directions such as ‘left’ or ‘turn right here’ while walking down the street, but was otherwise strangely silent the whole time. It was the quietest he’d ever been since meeting Fizzy, as he had spent most of that time either whimpering, screaming in pain from all the friendship, or pleading to accompany her on her journey.


    In reality, the young gnome’s twitchy disposition wasn’t because he was leading her into an ambush or anything like that.


    Simply put, Moss just wasn’t as in control of himself as someone with more life experience would be. This led to him saying some things he didn’t really mean to, and the outcome of his rash actions left him feeling surprisingly uncomfortable. And he had nobody but himself to blame for his current predicament, as it was his own lack of foresight that led to this situation. For while Fizzy’s dazzling frame was certainly the feast for the eyes he was expecting it to be, he wasn’t counting on her being so… anatomically accurate.


    To put it another way, the adolescent virgin had spouted a bunch of vague-sounding bullshit so he could see the shiny lady naked. It worked, and he was treated to an unobstructed view of an adult woman’s nude body. This gave him the most awkward boner of his life, making him fear for the little guy’s well-being should the golem find out about it.


    He was, of course, completely oblivious to the fact that Fizzy already knew all that, and was simply teasing him for her own enjoyment.


  




  Parts, Pieces, and Puzzles 1


  

    The mag-rail train was a gnomish invention, one of many patented by the influential Fizzlesprocket clan. Outwardly, this machine had the appearance of a gigantic metal eel that had been painted yellow with a white vertical stripe running along its length. It was just over 200 meters long in its entirety, with a height of 4 meters and a width of 3.5 meters. Rather than a single solid object, it was actually comprised of a total of 10 separate cars connected by large, flexible joints to let it snake around bends and curves.


    Just as the name ‘mag-rail’ implied, this vehicle moved by employing magically-generated magnetic fields that not only propelled it forwards, but also made it levitate ever-so-slightly above its single rail. This allowed the mag-rail to ignore much of the friction it would suffer otherwise, resulting in a significantly higher top speed than one might expect.


    As for the long strip of steel this marvelous invention traveled over, although technically a ‘rail,’ certainly didn’t look like one. It was only 20 centimeters tall, but over half as wide as the train cars it guided. Indeed, calling it a path would be a far more accurate description, but ‘mag-path’ didn’t have the same ring to it as ‘mag-rail.’


    And while the outer shell of each mag-rail car was rather uniform, its interior was anything but, as there were four different types of cars all hooked up to one another.


    The very front car was typically referred to as the engine. It housed the main drive core of the mag-rail that distributed power to the vehicle’s undercarriage, and also served both driver cabin and crew quarter. The onboard technicians and maintenance crews were surprisingly vital, as the long distances these machines traveled meant much of their route took them over vast swathes of nothing. So if something were to go wrong and cause them to suddenly break down and stop, they would find themselves stranded in the wilderness unless repairs could be made on the spot.


    The next six cars were where the passengers were actually seated. Each of them was divided up into 10 compartments that were 2 meters long and about 2 and a half meters wide. They were lined up end-to-end, with a somewhat narrow hallway on the right side of the carriage providing access to each individual ‘room,’ via sliding doors. Inside each compartment were a pair of blue sofa-like cushions designed to allow four people to sit comfortably on either side of a large window. The cushions were designed to fold out into full-sized beds affording people a place to sleep during their long journeys, although doing so would eliminate any semblance of leg room.


    Overall, the setup was a little too intimate for full-sized races like humans or elves, but the mag-rail’s main clientele - namely dwarves and gnomes - found the arrangements quite comfortable. But the seating wasn’t even the best part, as simply riding aboard a mag-rail was an experience in and of itself. The way this vehicle silently and smoothly glided towards its destination gave travelers the distinct impression that they were floating on a cloud of magic.


    Which was pretty much the case to begin with.


    The next car in the link was the dining car, a mobile restaurant that provided food and drink to its customers at reasonable rates. It didn’t have the capacity to feed all 240 of the train’s potential passengers at once, but that was very rarely a problem. Mostly because regular commuters usually brought their own food with them and only ever visited the dining car to get themselves a fresh pint or five.


    The last two carriages were designated freight wagons, and were almost always filled to the brim with cargo. It wasn’t all that rare to see a train attach a third or even fourth freight wagon at certain stations if there was enough demand for it. Unlike the other cars, however, these ones were basically reinforced steel coffins, and passengers were barred from entering them. They even had armed guards posted to ward people off.


    Inside one of these end-segments was where Fizzy would normally have been deposited once she and Moss had boarded the train. And although it seemed rude, ‘cargo’ was indeed what Fizzy had been classified as. Moss even had to pay a 60 GP haulage fee in addition to this 120 GP one-way ticket. The psychotic Paladin had turned out to be a bit too heavy to count as carry-on luggage, so while this fee was somewhat unexpected, it was hardly unreasonable.


    At the very least Fizzy was spared from having to stare at the inside of a steel box for three whole days. Moss felt bad for her and tried to convince the train attendants to let him bring her with him onto the passenger car. He fed the officials some made-up story about how he absolutely had to keep an eye on his immensely valuable cargo at all times. His request was initially denied as the employees weren’t supposed to allow that sort of thing. Otherwise they wouldn’t have separate cars for cargo and passengers.


    In the end, Moss’s pleas had won out and Fizzy was allowed to go with him, for which she was quietly grateful. She thought she’d go even more nuts if she was cooped up in those overgrown sardine cans with nothing to do for three whole days. At least this way she would be able to distract and entertain herself until they arrived at Gun Tarum.


    Her ‘freedom’ still came at the price of three conditions, however. Firstly, Moss had to sign a waiver absolving the Gnomish Rail Guild from any fault should something go wrong with his cargo. This part was a bit awkward, as he had to reveal his name in front of Fizzy and a couple of GRG employees. He didn’t like his given name much since it was exceptionally silly, even by gnomish standards. That was partly why he was content with being called ‘Moss’ all the time, and also why he was actually glad that Fizzy didn’t actually care enough to ask him about it.


    Yet she still snickered quietly when she heard the words ‘Dingleflonk Thistlebonk’ come out of the boy’s lips. And he wasn’t going to lie, that hurt his feelings a little bit.


    The second condition he was given had to do with the other passengers. Namely, how he was to keep the golem from disturbing them. This, at least, was not going to be a problem, as the mag-rail that the gnome-golem pair boarded was only about half full, at least for the moment. They’d probably pick up more people on other stops, but for the time being they had ended up in a mostly deserted car. In fact, only two of the ten compartments seemed to be occupied when Moss and Fizzy were looking for a place to sit, and both of them were near the front of the carriage. That being said, the two of them picked the rear-most one as their temporary dwelling space, as they seriously did not want to be disturbed.


    The third and final thing that Moss had to promise was to keep an eye on Fizzy at all times, and to never leave her unattended. This was also not going to be a problem in the slightest, as he had every intention of sticking to her like glue anyway. Overall, the whole boarding process had been a bit more involved than originally anticipated, but those two definitely had a good deal of luck.


    To begin with, it was quite fortunate that they were able to catch the mag-rail heading out of Steelhead less than an hour before it departed. The cross-country route they were looking to take took a full 8-9 days for a round trip, and there were only 3 trains running it, which meant there was an average wait of 3 days between departures.


    One could argue that the Gnomish Rail Guild could simply use more trains to reduce this wait time, but doing so was not a smart decision from an economical point of view. Maintaining and staffing those steel behemoths was not cheap, and there simply wasn’t enough demand to warrant a fourth train. In fact, judging from how empty this particular mag-rail was, it wouldn’t be surprising if they decided to cut that number down to two.


    Not that Fizzy or Moss cared about any of that, of course. They were just glad for the extra privacy, and the unstable Paladin had actually more or less forced Moss to join her in a prayer to the God of Chance. It was the first real stroke of luck she’d had since coming to Horkensaft, and she wasn’t going to forget to give credit where credit was due.


    As for her gnomish companion, while he wasn’t particularly pious, he went along with it. Seeing Fizzy’s praying face was strangely refreshing, so he would pray as many times as he needed to in order to gaze upon that serene smile for a second longer.


    Unfortunately, it was a bit hard for him to recall that divine countenance of hers right now-


    “Man, you suck at this!”


    -as that same golem was currently gloating over how thoroughly she was kicking his ass.


    “Seriously! How are you so bad?! I mean, this was your idea!”


    The small chess set he had brought with him was set up on a little fold-out table that sprang out of the wall beneath the window, and the golem had just scored her 6th consecutive victory.


    “I swear, it’s like you’re not even trying!”


    This outcome was after she had said chess was ‘not her thing,’ too, so her taunts and showboating were particularly effective against Moss, who considered himself pretty good at it.


    “You just have a lot more INT and WIS than I do!” he grumbled back in dissatisfaction.


    Truthfully speaking though, the real reason he kept losing was that it was hard for him to focus on the game. He was actually pretty good at chess under normal circumstances, which was why he offered to play a few games of it in the first place. However, his ‘normal circumstances’  didn’t include having the fully developed body of an adult woman less than a meter from his face. A problem that was only exasperated by Fizzy herself, who not only flat out ignored his requests that she cover up, but was ever-so-subtly flaunting her stuff.


    “That shouldn’t factor into it, Moss. Not when you’ve obviously played this game over and over with your elven dad.”


    The gnome was suddenly taken aback by this reference to his past


    “… How did you find out about that?”


    “It became obvious once I saw the chess set. It wouldn’t be this worn out unless it had seen thousands of games, and since you’re the one who brought it-”


    “Not that! I mean about my dad!” he raised his voice. “I never told you anything about him! Or myself!”


    That wasn’t only because Fizzy never asked, but also due to Moss himself did not wish to bring up his emotional baggage. He was actually kind of glad they’d avoided the topic for as long as they have, but it was inevitable it would come around to it. After all, a dwarf or a gnome was oftentimes judged based on their lineage first, and their individual accomplishments second, so the topic of one’s family roots was often brought up quite rapidly in Horkensaft culture.


    “It became obvious once I saw the chess set,” repeated Fizzy with a smirk. “It’s wooden, and so are the pieces. Horkensaft-made board games are made out of metal or stone and aren’t nearly as colorful as yours, so that one was definitely imported. It was probably a souvenir of some kind, judging by the size and quality of it. Also, the fact that you bothered to bring it with you tells me it means a lot to you. Same as that old wand you used as a prop back at the station.”


    The item in question was a silver rod about 15 centimeters in length that was tipped off with a green crystal of some kind. The magical charge it once held had long been spent, leaving it as nothing but a fancy stick. Which was fortunate, as it was just fancy enough to pass as Fizzy’s control rod and make people think that Moss was her owner without asking too many questions.


    “That model’s definitely of elven make,” she continued. “I should know, I used one of those myself for spot-welds a while back. And the fact that you haven’t pawned it off despite being obviously strapped for money is indicative of sentimental value. Throw in your stereotypically elven hair color and it all just clicks together.”


    “Wow… That’s… amazing! You could tell that much just from the stuff I carry?!”


    “Yup. I can also make some assumptions on your family situation, but you probably don’t wanna talk about it. Which is fine, because I don’t really want to hear it.”


    “Ah… Yeah. Thanks.”


    Although his face didn’t show it, he was quite glad that he didn’t have to awkwardly explain for the upteempth time how his father disappeared suddenly about 10 years ago. Or why he and his gnomish mother bickered and argued all the time. He even took a bunch of of her stuff without her permission, including her coat, so he had a feeling Fizzy had more or less guessed he had essentially run away from home. Whether that was the case or not, the fact that he didn’t have to talk about it was probably for the best.


    “Still, that’s pretty impressive,” he continued, trying to shift the conversation to another topic. “I never would’ve guessed you can determine so much about someone based on their luggage.”


    “It’s nothing all that special really,” said Fizzy in an exceedingly rare show of modesty. “Items don’t lie, you know. Every scratch, every dent, every chip, every splinter - they all weave together a tale of their owner’s history and personality. Any artisan of my caliber should be able to read between the lines like I did.”


    “An artisan? You?!”


    “What? Is it really that surprising?” responded the golem in an almost insulted tone.


    “I just- I thought you said you were a Paladin with a funky religion! Not some manual laborer!”


    “I can be both! Heck, I’ve been an Artificer longer than I’ve been a Paladin, you know!”


    “Oh… An Artificer… I see…”


    It was a strangely dispirited, almost disappointed response that had none of the energy of his previous outbursts. Not to mention that, judging from how he gripped those chess pieces while cleaning them up, he was also quite tense. He clearly had some sort of personal gripe with Artificers, probably connected to those oil stains on his coat. Or rather, the coat that he’d stolen from his guardian or elder sibling.


    “Look, Fizzy, it’s been a long day and it’s pretty late, so I’m going to go to sleep, okay?”


    He lied down on the wide seat and turned to face towards the wall, away from the shining mithril golem.


    “Whatever.”


    Fizzy’s uninterested response made him look over his shoulder, but the golem was just sitting there with her eyes closed and her hand on the gray metal wall of the compartment. He momentarily wondered if she was really going to sleep like that, but decided it was best he not disturb her. Besides, it really had been one hell of a day, so he ended up drifting off in a manner of minutes.


    He woke the next morning when the sun peeking over the mountain tops in the distance shone through the window and onto his grassy head. He stood up from his seat yawning, feeling strangely refreshed but also stiff at the same time. He moved to stretch his arms and back in an attempt to limber up, but was then suddenly reminded of the void where his left arm used to be. He caressed the spot where it had been hacked off just above the elbow with a grim expression on his face.


    He was overcome with a sense of loss and regret, both of which were somehow made worse by how frighteningly painless the amputation itself had been. That copper failing to hack it off should’ve hurt like hell, but he didn’t feel a thing. His eyes saw the sights and his ears heard the sounds, but his body barely even registered the impacts. It was almost as if it was someone else’s limb being severed in front of his eyes.


    This was a complicated feeling he hadn’t experienced before, one he couldn’t quite understand. In some ways, he probably wished it had hurt. At least that way he’d have something to remember his lost limb by. It probably sounded stupid, but he couldn’t help it. The complete and total lack of pain almost made him feel as if this was his natural state - as if he never had a left arm to begin with. And frankly speaking, that scared him a little bit.


    One thing was for sure - his short-handedness would take a lot more getting used to than he originally anticipated.


    “It’s not the end of the world, you know,” spoke up Fizzy.


    The golem had opened up one of her eyes to look at Moss, but closed it back up once she had his attention.


    “Just gotta get yourself a Rejuvenation Potion and it’ll grow back in no time,” she stated matter-of-factly.


    “Yeah, as if I’d ever be able to afford something like that. I don’t suppose you’d be willing to loan me 700 GP, would you?”


    “Not in a million years.”


    “Yeah, thought so. By the way, good morning to you too, Fizzy!” he said in a failed attempt to sound more chipper. “Didn’t realize you were awake.”


    She was sitting in the exact same posture she had when he fell asleep the night before, so he could hardly be blamed for assuming she was still sleeping.


    “I’m always awake.”


    “… Come again?”


    “Golems don’t sleep, idiot.”


    “Oh. Right. Of course. I, uh, I knew that… What are you doing, then?”


    The golem had been at it all night by the look of things, so it was undoubtedly important in some way.


    The long explanation was that she had been using her Metallopathy to spread her awareness through the walls of the train car, thoroughly inspecting the construction of the undercarriage. She had even managed to ‘see’ all the way to the front-most engine car, and was currently remotely viewing its drive core. She had never attempted Metallopathy on this sort of scale before, so it had taken her hours to ‘reach out’ halfway across the train. As a side effect, she had not only gained a huge amount of Metallopathy Proficiency, but had also acquired a Level 3 Meditation Skill in the process.


    It was funny, really. No matter how much she tried to unlock the Meditation Skill before, she just couldn’t do it. Come to think of it, that might have been because she was always running around doing something or other to appease Boxxy. But now she was free. For perhaps the first time since her golemification, she felt like she had all the time in the world to just sit there and think.


    “Studying.”


    However, explaining all that was a pain, so she just summarized her actions in one word.


    “Uh-huh. Okay, if you say so,” responded Moss in a doubtful tone of voice. “Did you, ah, learn anything good?”


    “Plenty, actually!”


    A smile born out of pure enthusiasm dawned on her face. The way the morning sunlight reflected off her features seemed to fill the cabin with a sense of warmth and life. It was yet another smile that was both figuratively and literally dazzling.


    “These guys, they’re actually using a self-regulating oxisteel oscillation circuit!” she declared excitedly. “It doesn’t produce as strong a polarization field as a thorium impulse array, but it’s way more efficient! It also reduces the risk of a catastrophic cascade event should a rogue phase-shifted saturation emitter discharge upset the connection between the aft injection port and the magnatomic wave compensator! I mean, they wouldn’t need to worry about it if they used mithril instead of gold for the power couplings and… you’re not getting any of this, are you?”


    “… Oh! No, no, I definitely know some of these words.”


    The vast majority of them sounded like some arcane incantation or alien language, but he didn’t want to say that out loud. This sort of behavior was partly why he hated Artificers on principle, but seeing Fizzy so passionate about something was a treat in and of itself. He hadn’t seen that side of hers,which left him momentarily awestruck. In fact, he had been so engrossed in letting her words wash over him, that he didn’t even once ogle her mithril breasts and managed to avoid getting another awkward-


    Aaaaand there it was.


    “Okay!” he said while standing up. “I’ll go get us some breakfast from the dining car, shall I?! What would you like, Fizzy?!”


    “Chill, Moss. I already saw your… morning… wood…”


    The fact she actually said those words out loud combined with the weird way her voice seemed to disappear towards the end only served to unnerve Moss even further.


    “Oh, right! Golems don’t eat! Silly me! But I do since I’m a meatbag, so I’m just going to go now! Hahahahaha!”


    He spat words out like a machine gun, gave off a forced laugh and went out the compartment with all due haste. Or at least he attempted to, but had momentarily forgotten that the wooden door had to be slid open, not pushed or pulled on. Eventually he figured it out and slammed it shut on his way out, only to return a few seconds later to fetch his coat while trying (and failing) to hide his beet-red face before practically running outside again.


    “I’m starting to like this guy,” commented Plus. “The reactions he gives are the best!”


    I guess.


    “He’s also kind of cute when he’s flustered! You know, I bet we could give him some wet dreams if we gave him a kiss on the lips!


    Plus, do you mind?! Mentally mapping out an entire mag-rail over here!


    “Right. Sorry.”


    The golem resumed her quiet remote exploration of the technologically advanced vessel in both mental and physical silence. She was sure she could have the schematic for the whole thing in her head in a matter of hours, but it would appear that the chaotic whims of fate had other plans for her.


    “I’m telling you, you got it wrong, Sally! This won’t end well for you!”


    She heard Moss’s muffled and clearly distressed noise just outside the compartment. Fizzy couldn’t actually see him since the only window in the room was the one showing the outside world-


    “We’ll see about that, laddie!”


    -but he was clearly not alone, judging from the sound of things. The golem regretfully gave up on trying to wrap her head around the train for the moment and turned her attention towards the sliding door, which opened to reveal a trio of unsavory-looking individuals.


    One of those was Moss, as expected. The other two were dwarves - one male, one female. The male had a bald head, a thick black beard that was long enough to cover his chest, and an X-shaped scar on his shaved scalp. The woman had ginger hair that was tied in a pair of long braids, lively green eyes and a spattering of freckles on her plump cheeks and around her nose. As for their clothes, the most noticeable thing about them were their padded leather jackets, dark red in color, which hung down to their knees. The woman wore dark green pants while her companion wore gray ones.


    They seemed to be Moss’s acquaintances, though if the arm-lock that the bald guy had him in was any indication, they weren’t exactly friends of his.


    “Hey shiny, how you doin’?” asked the ginger-haired woman with a toothy grin on her face. “Lookie what I got here!”


    She waved around Moss’s old silver wand. The boy had been carrying it around in his coat pocket since he promised to have it on him at all times, so this sally must’ve taken it from him just now. Without his consent, by the look of things. Fizzy was able to almost instantly ascertain what her motives were thanks to the way this ginger dwarf was triumphantly waving that thing around.


    “Is she really doing what I think she’s doing?” asked Plus in an incredulous tone.


    Yup. She’s trying to steal us by targeting the ‘control rod.’


    This ‘Sally’ clearly didn’t know who she was messing with. Otherwise she wouldn’t have just attempted suicide via pissed-off golem proxy.


    Man, what a pain, grumbled the golem inwardly. I had to stop my Metallopathy for this?


    “Let’s just kill them and be done with it,” suggested Plus.


    I dunno. They’d probably throw us off the mag-rail if things get too messy. I guess I’ll help Moss out first and figure out how to deal with those mooks later.


    The mithril construct rose up from her seat and took slow, deliberate steps towards the intruder, whose cocky grin vanished at an alarmingly rapid pace.


    “Oi! She’s comin’ this way!” blurted out Sally’s bald-headed companion.


    “… Oh! Right!” exclaimed the dwarven woman while pointing the wand at Fizzy’s face. “Reset and reboot!”


    “Hahaha! As if that’d ever work on-”


    Plus’s gloating was cut off mid-sentence as Fizzy’s frame suddenly froze in place mid-step. A few tense moments passed before she repositioned herself to stand in a neutral stance with a blank look on her face.


    “… What? The heck are you doing boss?”


    I got an idea for a bit of fun. Watch this, right. Ahem!


    “Operator input received,” said Fizzy in a deliberately monotone voice. “Resetting configurations to factory conditions. Standby.”


    The two dwarves breathed a sigh of relief while Moss was left with a look of utter confusion on his face. It didn’t last long though. Gnomes were inherently sharp individuals, so he was able to quickly pick up on what his new traveling companion was doing. He gave her a stealthy wink to show he understood and began playing along.


    “What’ve you done?!” he shouted in mock fright. “I was supposed to deliver her intact! They’ll have my head for this!”


    “Well, tough shit, Thistlebonk!” said Sally while throwing him a mean glare. “It’s what you get for trying to skip town on me like that. You think I’d let you off that easy, eh? After what you and your shiny pal here did to Mole?!”


    She was probably referring to Moss’s accomplice, the dwarf that Fizzy had ‘befriended’ the day before.


    “Y’know, I thought something fishy was up when I heard you were hanging around the station with this thing in tow,” continued the dwarf. “I’d have never believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes! And I was so sure you didn’t have the balls to actually sell us out! I even tried to stand up for you in front of the lads!”


    She leaned in closer to Moss’s face, clearly trying to intimidate him. Objectively speaking, this whole thing seemed like two grown dwarves bullying a teenager, which was pathetic in its own, special way.


    “Yet here you are,” hissed Sally. “I guess I misjudged you, laddie.”


    “Ugh,” groaned Moss in response. “And I guess I misjudged how much you hate breath mints. Bleh! I swear, your morning breath could kill a goblin from 30 paces!”


    “… Cute. Ollie, throw this twat in the corner and keep an eye on him.”


    “Sure thing boss,” responded the bald one. “But, uh… No offense, but the kid has a point. You should probably see an apothecary about that.”


    “Ollie.”


    “I know, I know. I’m just saying…”


    The bald thug roughly tossed Moss onto the seat on the left side of the window. The boy immediately made a small show of trying to escape, but gave up for real when Ollie pulled a serrated dagger on him. The gnome put his hands up in the air and slinked back peacefully into the corner while Sally’s watchdog sat next to him. As for the boss-lady herself, she sat on the opposite cushion, next to the door and in front of Fizzy, crossing both her legs and her arms as if in triumph.


    “Reset complete,” stated the golem. “Initializing new operator setup.”


    “Oh, now we’re getting somewhere!” exclaimed Sally.


    “Please state your name.”


    “Sally Redrock!”


    “Acknowledged. New operator Sally Redcock registered.”


    “No! The hell’s a Redcock!? I said Rock, not cock, you stupid machine!”


    “Acknowledged. New operator Sally Rockcock registered.”


    Moss let out a snort of laughter despite himself. It naturally attracted the attention of Sally, who wasn’t none too pleased with his attitude. Or the golem’s for that matter.


    “You! Mosshead! The hell’s wrong with this thing?!”


    “Don’t look at me!” replied the gnome. “You’re the one who reset her!”


    “Prolly battle-damaged,” chimed in Ollie. “I mean that arm looks like it’s been bitten off by a dragon or something. Bet she has more than a few screws loose.”


    “Congratulations, Sally Rockcock,” butted in Fizzy with her metallic monotone. “You are now the proud owner of a model FLC-153-B-B-B-B-B-B-B-B-B-B-B-B *KHRRT!* golem, manufactured by CREATOR NAME HERE.”


    “… Alright, I see your point.”


    “Would operator Sally Rockcock like to enable a personality matrix?”


    “Just call me Sally, damnit!”


    “Acknowledged. Would operator Sally-damnit like to enable a personality matrix?”


    “GGRH!”


    The would-be golem thief looked like she was about to rip her hair out in frustration.


    “This fucking thing is totally doing it on purpose! The hell’s a personality matrix anyway?!” she shouted.


    “It’s a thing some of them fancier golems have,” spoke up Ollie. “Makes them sound and act more like people. ‘Facilitates communication’ and all that. I think you should try it out, boss.”


    “Yes! Alright! I want to turn on a personality whatsit!”


    “Acknowledged. For ‘cheerful and energetic,’ press one. For ‘strict, but fair,’ press two. “For ‘ultimate friendship’ press three. For ‘I’ve been a bad girl, daddy,’ press four. For ‘kill all humans’ press five.”


    Sally looked demandingly at Moss as if to say ‘What the fuck, man?’ The gnome responded by shrugging his shoulders in a ‘don’t ask me’ sort of way.


    “Uh, one?” blurted out the female dwarf.


    “Acknowledged. Standby.”


    Fizzy released her stiff expression, twisting into a wide, joyful smile and turning down the corner of her eyes slightly.


    “Heya, Mistress Sally-damnit!” she squealed in her best Plus impression. “How may I be of service?!”


    “For starters, get my name right! It’s Sally!”


    “Oh, I’m so sorry for the mixup! Alright, I’ll call you Sally from now on!”


    “Finally! Sweet Goroth’s tits that took forever!”


    The ginger dwarf leaned back in her seat with a tired sigh.


    “I’m sorry, I don’t know where to find Goroth’s tits,” said Fizzy in a fittingly apologetic tone. “But if you’re looking for something sweet, then I may be able to help out!”


    “… Actually yeah. Why not? I’ve not had breakfast yet, so go get me something to eat, will you?”


    “Right away, Sally!”


    The golem turned towards where Ollie was sitting and smiled vigorously at him. The bald dwarf looked back at her with a puzzled expression. Before he or his boss could question her about her behavior, the serrated steel dagger in his hand suddenly leaped out of his grasp, courtesy of Fizzy’s Magnetize Skill. She grabbed it out of the air and slashed at the befuddled dwarf’s neck, cutting off nearly half of his marvelous beard in a single swing but leaving him otherwise unharmed. She then reversed her grip on the dagger and stabbed it into the plywood wall he had instinctively backed up against, just a few millimeters from his left ear.


    All while maintaining both eye contact and the stupidest, goofiest grin she could manage, of course.


    Without skipping a beat, she then let go of the handle, snatched the clump of black beard hair off the ground and presented it to her new ‘owner’ with a truly psychotic smile.


    “Here you go, Sally! ‘Something’ to eat!”


    “What the actual fuck?!” screamed Sally in disbelief. Her companion, on the other hand, seemed to have soiled himself after his sudden shave. As for Moss-


    “Hair is technically edible, you know.”


    -he was having the time of his life.


    “Screw this!” shouted the ginger-haired dwarf as she scrambled to her feet. “I’ll just scrap your ass for parts after all!”


    It was what she was more or less planning to do since the start, anyway, but was having second thoughts about it until a few seconds ago. After all, having a high-performance golem to do her bidding definitely sounded good on paper. A soulless doll who never questioned orders and could take a beating in a fight was certainly appealing. In fact, the three big criminal cartels all used golems as enforcers and muscle, and Sally wanted in on that. So while a functioning golem was more useful and valuable than a molten pile of mithril, the latter had a 100% less chance of stabbing people in the face because of a malfunction.


    However, while certainly sound, Sally’s reasoning had one major flaw in it.


    Fizzy wasn’t a witless doll.


    “Self-preservation protocol activated,” she spoke in a monotone voice. “Entering combat mode.”


    Her hand shot out and grabbed the uppity dwarf woman by her throat, threatening to crush her windpipe. She struggled and fought back against Fizzy in a futile manner to get away while Ollie demonstrated that notorious ‘honor among thieves’ by bolting out of the compartment. The golem then threw her victim through the open door, slamming her against the outer shell of the mag-rail carriage. She took menacing steps towards her while repeating ‘Exterminate! Exterminate!’ in a high-pitched voice.


    It had the intended effect, and Sally ran for her life down the hall.


    About a minute later, a trio of armed guards in black uniforms and bell shaped helmets arrived at the scene and threw open the compartment doors in a rush. They were met with a scene where Moss was lazily staring out the window while Fizzy was peacefully sitting on the opposite side with her eyes closed.


    “Is something the matter, officer?” asked the gnome when he noticed the men’s arrival.


    “We’re investigating claims that there was a golem going berserk in this car,” said the one in front in an authoritative voice.


    “Whaaaat?!” he said in mock fright. “That can happen?!”


    “… I’m afraid so, kid,” said the copper while visibly lowering his guard. “The magnetic interference from the mag-rail can very rarely cause some golems to go haywire. Weren’t you warned about this when you brought yours on board?”


    “Ah! So that’s what the ticket lady was talking about!” exclaimed Moss with a snap of his fingers. “Well, there’s certainly none of that going on around here, officer!”


    “Yeah, I can see that. Sorry for disturbing you.”


    “No worries, officer! I just hope whoever spread that lie around doesn’t cause any more trouble.”


    “Oh, we’ll make sure of that, don’t you worry,” said the copper with a slightly menacing tone. “As you were.”


    He then tipped his hat and left the compartment while grumbling something about ‘that damned ginger’ under his breath. Fizzy opened her eyes and exchanged mischievous smirks with Moss before celebrating the success of their prank with a celebratory high-five.


    She then had to heal Moss’s broken arm since she got a bit too into it, but overall, it was a good start to both of their days.


  




  Parts, Pieces, and Puzzles 2


  

    The yellow-colored mag-rail pulled up to the Gun Tarum rail station and began unloading both passengers and cargo with all due haste. The one-armed gnome who had wholeheartedly embraced the nickname Moss hopped off one of the passenger cars and walked briskly towards the rear of the train. His ticket and boarding pass were checked by the Gnomish Rail Guild officials, and he was allowed access to his cargo, which consisted of one visibly annoyed mithril golem.


    Suffice it to say, the emptiness of the passenger carriages did not persist for the entire trip. More and more people headed for the Horkensaft Kingdom’s capital city boarded the mag-rail with each stop. At one point there were so many people, that they were forced to squeeze in one or two extra person per compartment. Under such circumstances, Moss had been asked to commit his golem to the freight wagon, as she was taking up space.


    So when all was said and done, even though Fizzy didn’t spend the whole trip in that metal coffin, she was still strapped in there for the last 13 hours. At the very least this entire experience had been highly educational, as she was able to get rather intimate with the mag-rail’s construction. She was also able to find out exactly why this vehicle was taking so much longer to reach Gun Tarum than the one from her father’s theories.


    In short, it was because theory and reality never quite agreed with one another.


    Realistically speaking, building and maintaining a 900 kilometer-long rail in a straight line was not only impractical, but also impossible. The mag-rail passed through multiple towns and cities and had to skirt around the really dangerous areas of the country, most notable of which was the territory claimed by one of the world’s Elder Dragons. After factoring in all the detours that had to be made, the actual distance covered on this trip from Steelhead to Gun Tarum was almost double what Fizzy had initially anticipated.


    The winding nature of the ‘road’ also meant that although the mag-rail was capable of reaching speeds of over 200 kilometers per hour, it didn’t exactly have the wiggle room to do so. Not unless the driver wanted to make it fly off the rail at the first bend. Acceleration and deceleration also had to be rather slow to make sure none of the passengers or cargo inside suffered damage from rapid changes in inertia.


    All things said and done, the mechanical snake’s average speed had clocked in at about 50 kilometers per hour. Which, while impressive when compared to other modes of transport, was much lower than the velocity Fizzy had hoped to see. Another thing she hadn’t foreseen initially was the fact that the train had to spend a few hours at each stop, resulting in a lot of downtime.


    Overall, by the time the aspiring Artificer was able to set foot in Gun Tarum, it had been precisely 65 hours, 18 minutes and 35 seconds since she first boarded the mag-rail.


    “Had a nice trip, Fizzy?” asked Moss in a somewhat joking manner.


    “No, it was boring as hell!” she grumbled in response. “Just having to sit there for hours on end with absolutely nothing to keep my hands or mind busy is horrible. That’s why I hate traveling long distance so much.”


    At least if she had gone the entire way on foot she would’ve been able to hunt monsters and/or bandits along the way to alleviate her boredom.


    “Oh, okay,” offered her companion weakly. He really wasn’t expecting an honest response so he was caught a bit off-guard. “So… what do we do now?”


    “Well for starters I need information, and if I’m going to get it, then I have to look the part.”


    Having said that, the golem reached into one of the bags strapped to her backside, pulled out her usual outfit and dressed herself for the first time in three days. Moss had been granted the honor of thoroughly washing it during one of the mag-rail’s stop-overs, so there were no more bloodstains to be found on it. And while he was initially relieved she was finally covering up, the adolescent boy still found himself undressing her with his eyes. Her uncovered feminine curves had been burned into his memory by now, so he really couldn’t help himself but picture her naked anyway.


    “Alright, all set,” she declared after making sure she was decent. “Come on, Moss, let’s go.”


    The gnome-golem pair then set out into the city proper, and Moss became speechless the instant he stepped out of the rail station. He had spent his entire life in the gnomish-dominated city of Steelhead, so he was entirely unprepared for the sight of his country’s capital. Gun Tarum was an ancient dwarven city, built before The Great Unification brought the two cousin races together some 1,100 years ago. As such, while its population had become something of a melting pot since then, it still oozed of traditional dwarven architecture.


    To begin with, it was built in the mouth of a long-dormant volcano, now known as Blackthroat Mountain. This meant that not only was it at a rather high altitude, but it was also surrounded on all sides by a roughly 60-meter tall ring of solid black rock. Solid stone buildings with predominantly hexagonal shapes covered every part of this place, even snaking up the near-vertical rim of the former volcano’s mouth. The terrain as a whole was vaguely bowl shaped and sloped towards the middle, right where the royal palace was located. A fact that Moss was made keenly aware of, as he could clearly see the peaks of the Obsidian Palace’s solid black towers in the distance, looming over the much shorter houses around it.


    That was hardly the only landmark his vantage point offered him. On the opposite end of the city he could see what seemed to be countless smokestacks pumping out black and gray smog that converged into a single large cloud as it made its way heavenward. There was also a large coliseum with numerous colorful tapestries adorning its outer wall. He also spotted numerous blue-colored mag-rails much more compact than the one he arrived on darting all over the place. They darted in and out of the imposing wall of stone in the background as they traveled to and from the numerous houses, forges, mines and factories that dotted the outer rim of Blackthroat Mountain’s summit.


    “C’mon, meatbag. We have work to do.”


    “RIght! On my way!”


    Having been reminded they weren’t here to sightsee, Moss followed diligently after Fizzy. As they walked down the street, he gradually came to realize just many golems there were around here. Both metal and stone constructs of various makes and materials stomped up and down the streets, usually carrying heavy-looking crates or bags as they went about their duties. This wasn’t his first time seeing golems used en-masse, but even a dumb boy like him could tell they were of a superior quality than the ones he spotted around Steelhead.


    For starters, the golem crafters around here had abandoned the traditional two-armed two-legged humanoid shape in favor of more specialized designs. There were many of them that looked like giant six-legged beetles, which transported heavy loads upon their wide flat backs. Other models had a humanoid upper body while rolling around on a rectangular lower body that was connected to two sets of wheels bound together by steel treads. There were some regular-shaped ones as well, most likely used as servants or menial labor, as much of the city’s amenities and buildings were designed with people in mind. But even these were obviously artificial, as they had almost featureless bucket-like heads or unnaturally proportioned limbs.


    And yet, being surrounded by other magical constructs only made Fizzy stand out even more. She was like a diamond amidst a pile of coal, glistening brilliantly in the morning sun. Comparing her radiant countenance to those clunky, scratched up and unsightly things almost seemed like an insult. And, as Moss soon realized, the more she collected surprised gasps and appreciative whistles from the pedestrians, the more her mood improved. He had noticed the same thing back in Steelhead, too, so by now he was quite sure she adored being the center of attention. He was glad she felt better, but at the same time couldn’t help but feel jealous from all the strangers eyeing her up.


    “Hmmm hmm hmm~♪ Ha-hum-hahum~♪ Ha-hum-hahum~♪ Ha-hum-hahum~♪”


    Any selfish gripes he had about the situation were forgotten when he heard the golem in front of him humming in a carefree manner. Her voice got gradually louder and she started walk with a certain spring in her step, until she flat out began singing.


    “Do you know the muffin man?

The muffin man, the muffin man.

Do you know the muffin man,

That lives inside my head.”


    Her bell-like voice rang out as if it were a musical instrument, carrying itself clearly over the hustle and bustle of her surroundings. There was something relentlessly cheerful about that song that attracted even more attention from the surrounding pedestrians.


    “Watch out for the muffin man,

The muffin man, the muffin man.

Watch out for the muffin man,

Better hide beneath your bed.”


    Moss could’ve sworn he heard one of the dwarves he passed by sing alongside Fizzy as he passed by. He was headed in the opposite direction at a brisk pace, so the gnome didn’t have time to confirm whether he imagined it or not. Not like he could fault the guy, though. It was a simple, silly, and oddly catchy tune, so Moss found himself whistling along a little in spite of himself.


    “Here he comes - the muffin man,

The muffin man, the muffin man.

Here he comes - the muffin man,

He’ll kill you ‘till you’re dead.”


    At least until a few verses later when he realized the song had taken an unexpectedly dark turn.


    “Do you trust the muffin man?

The muffin man, the muffin man.

Do not trust the muffin man,

Stab him in the heart instead.”


    “Uh… Hey, Fizzy?”


    “Can you stop the muffin- Oh, what is it, Moss?”


    ‘Please stop singing that song you’re creeping everyone out’ were the words that got stuck in his throat. Being confronted with Fizzy’s dazzling over-the-shoulder smile made it difficult to say anything bad to her. Scrambling for a topic to speak about, he actually managed to recall a little quandary he’s had for a while now.


    “Uhm… where are we headed to, exactly?”


    As the two of them walked through the streets, Moss couldn’t help but notice the buildings, road and people had all become significantly seedier than the ones around the station. They weren’t quite at slums level, but the two of them definitely weren’t in the tourist section of the capital anymore.


    “To the one place where I can get things done with nobody asking me any bothersome questions.”


    “Oh? There’s a place like that around here?”


    “There’s a place like that in almost every city, regardless of whether it be in the Republic, the Empire or the Kingdom. I got directions for it from the station while you were gawking at the smoke, and unless I was lied to, it should be… Yup, there it is!”


    Fizzy raised her good hand towards a building on her right in a sort of ‘Ta-daah!’ fashion. It was a structure that stood out from the others almost like a sore thumb as it was of a distinctly more western style of architecture. Meaning that it was made out of wood rather than stone, and had four walls instead of six. It also had three floors, which was more or less the upper limit for structures around here, and a red flag with two white crossed swords on it hanging above the entrance.


    “Welcome to Gun Tarum’s Mercenary Guild!” declared Fizzy in a needlessly triumphant manner.


    The Mercenary Guild was an organization that could be found in nearly every major settlement on the continent. They handled the less reputable jobs and tasks that other guilds wouldn’t take, provided the requests weren’t blatantly illegal ones. This was also a very good place to go for information, as it was often bought and sold like any other trade good. Fizzy knew all this because there had been a Mercenary Guild branch office in Erosa - the town she and her family stayed at in the Empire. She has had dealings with them before, so she knew what to expect.


    “Mercenary Guild? Oh boy…”


    Unfortunately, so did Moss.


    “What? Got a problem with it?”


    “No, not particularly. It’s just, I thought only drunks, thugs, and good-for-nothing dirtbags visited these things.”


    “Well, you’ll fit right in there, won’t you?! Seriously though, it’s fine. Everyone in there will become a friend of yours for the right price, and I got the coinage, so you have nothing to worry about.”


    Saying that, she grabbed Moss by the collar and more or less dragged him inside, opening the wooden door by lightly bumping it open with her shoulder.


    *SLAM*


    Or at least, that was her intention, but nothing Fizzy did was actually ‘light.’ And now that she’d made something of a pointless racket, she let go of Moss and twisted the doorknob before pushing it open for real this time. It was still early morning, so the restaurant that traditionally took up the first floor of any Mercenary Guild office was packed with people who had been eating their breakfast. And now they were staring in a none-too-pleased manner at the mysterious mass of mithril that had walked through the door while dragging some poor sap along.


    Fizzy stepped over the wooden floorboards in a confident manner, making them creak under her weight while Moss sheepishly followed behind. He was clearly out of his element in a place like this, and he used to be part of a criminal gang until a few days ago, so that was saying something. To his relief, and in accordance with Mercenary Guild tradition, the amalgamation of shady characters resumed minding their own damned business soon enough. The only reason they even bothered to pay those two any mind was to see if they were going to pick a fight or something due to the two’s loud entrance. And since that didn’t seem to be the case, they were more than happy to continue eating their gruel, sausages and mushroom omelets with gusto while Fizzy approached the bar.


    The wrinkled old dwarf attending the bar wore a long-sleeved off-white tunic and slightly baggy dark gray pants, ending in a pair of town shoes that were beige in color. He had a thick brown beard with streaks of gray in it and his head was almost completely bald. The barman/receptionist put away the glass he was pretending to clean and turned his attention to the newcomers.


    “Good morning, and welcome to the Mercenary Guild,” he said in a strictly professional manner. “How can I…”


    His words trailed off a bit when he saw Fizzy, and his eyes narrowed in on her highly detailed face that was way too lifelike to have been sculpted out of anything but magic. The golem also returned the stair, blinking her eyes a few times as she racked through her memory.


    “Sorry,” said the dwarf. “I just thought you looked a lot like somebody I knew.”


    “Old man Grog?” asked Fizzy in a somewhat confused tone. “Is that you?”


    Indeed, the dwarf behind the counter was the same one she knew from her time in Erosa.


    “Yeah? Wait, you really are Rory’s kid, aren’t you?!”


    And it would seem he remembered her as well, though he was having trouble believing his eyes.


    “Ah, yeah. I guess I am.”


    “How in the bloody hell… ?”


    “Look, a lot of things happened over the past 6 months, okay?”


    “That’s a bloody understatement, girl!” he shouted in a pleasantly surprised voice. “I thought you were dead!”


    “Oy Grog!” shouted one of the patrons. “Keep it down, will ya?! We don’t need any more damned storms!”


    There was a quick bout of mocking laughter among the regulars.


    “Right, look,” said the balding dwarf in a quieter tone, “I’m sure you didn’t come here for this old bag of bones, and I don’t get paid to chat pointlessly. What is it you want?”


    “Information.”


    Fizzy reached into her trouser pocket and pulled out a bag of gold she had prepared, dropping it on the counter with a metallic thud. Grog grabbed the bag and peeked inside to confirm it was indeed gold, 300 GP worth according to the weight in his hand.


    “I’m all ears.”


    “I need you to point me to someone who can fix this.”


    She wiggled the stump of her left arm for emphasis.


    “I’ll procure blueprints and materials, so all I’m looking for is skilled labor. Discretion appreciated, but not mandatory.”


    “Golem forger, eh? If you want the best, then Malcolm’s your guy. He’s a human, but he works harder than most dwarves, so he’ll get the job done. He likes a good challenge too, so I think he’ll be happy to help you out. Bit of a cunt, though, so you can kiss the ‘discrete’ part goodbye.”


    “I’ll give him a try,” declared the golem.


    The dwarf pulled out a piece of paper and scribbled the man’s address on it, then handed it to Fizzy.


    “Here. You’ll find him in the Foundry District. Big place, lots of smoke - can’t miss it.”


    “Great, thanks Grog. Next, I’m gonna need to hire a Scribe. One that’s at least Level 30 and has very tight lips.”


    Grog’s eyes narrowed a bit at that request, as he was instantly able to tell exactly what the metallic woman in front of him wanted to do.


    “Government keeps a close eye on that sort of thing, you know,” he warned her.


    “That would be true if we’re talking about people, not items.”


    “Hah. Hahaha! Ah, you cheeky brat, you always had a way with technicalities. Well, can’t say I approve, but I’m not going to turn down a paying customer. Wait here a sec.”


    The dwarf went off into the back room and returned less than a minute later with another dwarf in tow. This one was a woman, with a wide nose, ashen hair, brown eyes and wearing a uniform similar to Grog’s.


    “This here’s Misnia,” he said while introducing his co-worker. “She’s your gal.”


    The female dwarf then led the mithril gnome up the stairs into a more private area while the bartender remained behind. Grog would’ve liked to help Fizzy out personally, but he never got his Scribe Job past Level 25 since he saw no point in doing so. The Identify, Language Comprehension, Basic Appraisal and Advanced Penmanship Skills he had from the Job were all more than enough to satisfy his day-to-day needs.


    “What about you, kid?” he said turning to Moss. “You been awfully quiet this whole time. Not that I mind that sort of thing, but the stares you’ve been throwing about makes me think you’ve been itching to say something.”


    “Yeah, uh… Hi. I’m Moss,” said the gnome nervously.


    “Good name. It’s short and it fits.”


    “Thanks. Fizzy gave it to me.”


    “Ah, she goes by Fizzy now does she?”


    “Yeah, about that. You’ve known her from before, right? Like, when she was still flesh and blood?”


    “Uh-huh?”


    “I’d like to hear about that.”


    “Sorry, kid. I’m not in the habit of divulging personal-”


    *Thunk*


    Moss dropped a satchel of gold coins on the counter before Grog could finish his rejection. They weren’t technically his coins, though the dwarf didn’t need to know that, nor did he ask.


    “Alright,” said the bartender while collecting the boy’s ill-gotten gains. “What do you wanna know about?”


    “What was she like back then?”


    “Can’t say much since we rarely spoke. She was squeaky, hard working, and had a few screws loose. Your typical gnome, really. Naive to a fault, and pretty talented if her old man’s boasting was to be believed.”


    “What about her real name? You know it, right?”


    “… I’m sorry, kid, but if she hasn’t told you that, then neither will I. I don’t think she’d forgive me for that one.”


    Names had a special significance in gnomish and dwarven society, and the Fizzlesprocket name was something that would certainly turn  a lot heads. The shiny lady would probably understand if she found out the dwarf had sold information regarding her past, but revealing her identity as a disowned noble wasn’t a line he was willing to cross. Especially when considering what she was doing right now.


    “Ah okay… Uh… Then do you happen to know anything about a guy named Boxxy?”


    Moss had heard Fizzy mumble the name under her breath back in Steelhead, just before they departed for the mag-rail station. Of course he wanted to know about this mysterious person, but he couldn’t ask her directly since it would involve admitting he eavesdropped on her. Plus, he doubted he’d get a straight answer.


    “Hah, yeah I do. I assume you mean Boxxy T. Morningwood, right?”


    “I… think so?”


    “If you’re asking about anyone connected to the young lady with the shiny ass, then yeah, that’s probably the one.”


    “Why? Were they close?”


    “I’d wager so. I’m pretty sure he was her Artificer student, and a talented one at that.”


    “Yeah, but were they… you know… close?”


    Grog chuckled when he realized what the boy was actually worried about.


    “Scared someone’s gonna steal the girl you fancy, are you?” he asked in a jovial manner.


    “Shhh! She’ll hear!”


    Artificers had a lot of PER so their ears were crazy sharp. Fizzy herself had proven to be able to see and hear quite a bit more than one might expect.


    “She already knows, kid,” said the bartender while wiping down a shot glass.


    “She… she does?”


    “Well, yeah. It’s pretty obvious the way you keep leering at her.”


    “You sure about that?”


    “Of course. Frankly, I’d be more surprised if she hasn’t found out about your crush on her by now.”


    “Well- It’s just that, she hasn’t really said anything.”


    “She probably just doesn’t care about it.”


    “Oh… No… I guess she wouldn’t… Nobody cares about scum like me…”


    “I wouldn’t go that far. She’s still dragging you around, so that’s gotta count for something.”


    “Yeah… I guess…”


    “Anyway, back to your question. I doubt Mr Morningwood and your pal Fizzy were an item. First of all, guy was huge. Easily over two meters. I mean, I hear gnome women are surprisingly flexible, but that sorta size difference is just impossible. Plus, if I gotta be honest, guy was something of a misanthrope, and really socially awkward. Also, I didn’t get to see his face, but his skin was horrible. Long story short, I doubt any sane woman would want him, even if he was loaded up to the gills with cash.”


    Moss was visibly relieved by that statement. The way Fizzy spoke fondly of this Morningwood fellow made him think he was an old flame or something, but if it was just a platonic student-teacher relationship, then that was good enough for him.


    “You still got enough credit for one more question, kid,” said Grog. “What’ll it be?”


    That was everything that Moss really cared about, but since the dwarf was offering-


    “Why did Fizzy leave the Empire?”


    “Dunno. Probably has something to do with her father and brother going missing when that Calamity hit, and then her shop getting trashed and ransacked. She just sort of disappeared after that, so I assumed the worst. Come to think of it, that Morningwood fellow went missing the same day, so maybe they ran off together after all.”


    That incident had proven to be something of a tipping point for Erosa. Having a monster rampage through the middle of a city, killing dozens and wrecking a few buildings was the spark that particular powder keg had been waiting for. The riot and looting that flared up after that only contributed to the confusion and mayhem, causing fatalities, injuries, and massive property damage.


    “Ah hahah, I’m just pulling your leg, kid!” added the dwarf when he saw the priceless face Moss was making. “Lots of people skipped town around that time, so it was probably a coincidence.”


    Grog himself ended up leaving that human city as a direct result of the incident, as both the Quest takes and the Quest givers dwindled rapidly in the following weeks. The Mercenary Guild eventually deemed it was no longer profitable to operate out of Erosa, and closed up its branch office soon after. The dwarven barkeep was then transferred to this place. It was something of a step up for him, though he wished his reputation as ‘The Stormbringer’ had stayed behind.


    “Not funny, old man!” complained Moss.


    “I wholeheartedly disagree.”


    “Why does everyone want to make fun of me? Like, seriously?!”


    “‘Cus you got one of them exploitable faces that seem to invite people to bully you. You should probably work on that if you want cynical old farts like me to take you more seriously.”


    “Duly noted.”


    Having finished their conversation, Moss took a seat at an empty table and waited while the old dwarf continued doing his job. Fizzy came down the steps several minutes later while humming the muffin man song to herself. She walked up to the Quest Board near the bar and skimmed over the active requests before picking one out seemingly at random. She peeled the parchment off the wall and dropped it on Grog’s counter along with a satchel of yet more gold. The old bartender curiously eyed her up.


    “I thought you were going to go get your arm fixed up.”


    “I am,” she confirmed. “Doesn’t mean I can’t earn a bit of coin while I’m out, right?”


    “No. I suppose it doesn’t.”


    Grog reached over, took the money and gave the commission a once over.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Reverb Mine Basilisk Bounty (Repeatable)

Difficulty: ★★★

Time Limit: Indefinite

Deposit: 200 GP

Reward: 500 GP

Progress: 0/20

Description: Reverb Mine has been overrun by basilisks, and the owner is offering a standing bounty for every lizard gutted. Additional compensation will be provided for delivering intact basilisk claws and fangs, which are needed to prepare petrification antidotes for the injured workers.


            
          


        

      


    


    “ … You know what you’re getting into, right? Those buggers are no pushovers.”


    “I know, I’ve fought basilisks before. I can handle it.”


    Admittedly she’d only fought one or two at a time in Azurvale’s arena, and she had both of her arms back then, but she was much stronger now than she was back then. Also, even if they should prove to be too much, she could still come back after she got herself fixed up.


    “Alright, if you insist.”


    Grog took away the money after confirming the amount, took out the crystal-ball-looking Quest Log and placed it on top of the Quest notice. Fizzy put her hand upon it, and the dwarf put his on top of hers. The magic item reacted and projected the quest details into the golem’s mind, along with a mental map telling her how to actually get to the mine in question.


    “Accept quest,” she chanted.


    Both the crystal and the parchment glowed with a soft yellow light for several seconds. The tracking-type magic then enveloped Fizzy and a message appeared for both her and the receptionist. The former gnome smiled contently when she saw it, but the dwarf obviously had a few things he wanted to say. Still, it was not his place to question exactly why this girl did the things she did, and they were by no means close enough for him to prod his nose into her affairs. In fact, his ability to mind his own goddamned business was why he got this gig in the first place.


    But even if he saw it coming when he heard ‘Level 30 Scribe,’ he couldn’t help but feel strangely saddened at the act.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Fizzy Rustblood has undertaken a Quest: Reverb Mine Basilisk Bounty.


            
          


        

      


    


    Because on that day, precisely 3 minutes ago, the name Cornie Fizzlesprocket and all familial connections that came with it had officially ceased to exist.


  




  Parts, Pieces, and Puzzles 3


  

    Fizzy walked cautiously down a narrow tunnel. She had her trusty wrench in hand and a magical flashlight strapped to her forehead, illuminating the near-black stone walls, ceiling and floor. A simple glance revealed multiple holes and divots where the miners have tried probing the walls of the Reverb Mine in search of useful materials. And they had much to find in the ground beneath Blackthroat Mountain, as the former volcano was host to a plethora of mineral deposits that had been spewed up in its heyday. Coal, iron, nickel, gold, copper, diamonds - it really was a veritable cornucopia of raw materials that continued to be abundant even after thousands of years of exploitation by the dwarven clans.


    But the work in this particular mine had ground to a halt, as the maze-like tunnels had been overrun by basilisks. These large eight-legged lizards lived predominantly underground, where they subsided on a diet of rock, stone, and metal ore. Their nests often wound up transforming from holes in the terrain into gigantic caverns. And although that didn’t seem too bad at first, the potential damage their dens would cause should they collapse was too great to ignore.


    That wasn’t what had happened here though. Best as Fizzy could gather, the workers had accidentally connected the mine tunnels to the monsters’ den. Must have been some rookie interns digging where they weren’t supposed to, and it was all on their boss’s head. If they had a foreman around who was at least a Level 55 Miner, a specialization of the Gatherer Job, then this would never have happened. The supervisor would’ve been able to use his Survey Skill to detect the hollowed out cave and steer them away from it.


    But that hadn’t happened. Meaning that either the foreman in charge of the interns had left them unsupervised, or he or she didn’t have the law-mandated qualifications for the position in the first place. The former would be the foreman’s fault, while the latter would be the owner’s fault. Fizzy didn’t care too much about the details though. In fact, considering how lucrative this Quest had turned out to be, she was quite pleased that someone had fucked up. Making herself whole again was infinitely more important than some meatbags getting turned to stone, and the money she’d earn from this disaster was necessary to make that happen.


    Oh? What have we here? exclaimed Fizzy inwardly.


    The large access shaft she had just reached had several dwarves that had been petrified on the spot. Some were down on the ground with their hands raised as if to shield their faces, others were frozen mid-run while clutching their chests or throats.


    “More victims, huh?” responded Plus. “That’s what, five of them?”


    A basilisk’s petrifying gaze was perhaps their most dangerous weapon, as simply staring at their targets would cause them to begin turning to stone from the limbs up. Making eye contact made things even worse, as it sped up the process by leaps and bounds. If allowed to envelop a person’s chest and/or face, the petrification would suffocate them to death while they were trapped inside their own bodies. The whole process was quite merciless, and very similar to what had nearly happened to Moss back in Steelhead.


    Make that six victims actually. Maybe seven. I think those rock chunks on the left are… leftovers.


    “Yeah, you’re right. What happened to the lizards, though? It’s unlike them to leave a meal unfinished.”


    Once they had finished off their prey, a basilisk would continue to solidify their bodies until the petrification enveloped the victim’s insides as well. Eventually they would begin feasting on their rocky remains, but they wouldn’t stop midway through without a very good reason.


    That’s what I’m trying to find out… Oh, here we go!


    Fizzy went down on one knee next to the mine cart tracks in the middle of the tunnel. She shone her head-mounted lamp on the ground in front of her, illuminating one half of a metal cylinder that had been torn apart. She dropped the wrench she was holding on the ground and picked up the metal shard to get a better look at it. Fizzy immediately recognized what this piece of scrap was, as she was quite familiar with the device this shrapnel belonged to. In fact, she was carrying 5 of those things on her person at this very moment, all of them strapped to the bandolier slung over her right shoulder.


    Flashbang. Still smoking, too. Whatever happened here happened less than a few minutes ago.


    The golem lifted her head up and took a closer look at her surroundings. There was an oddly shaped scorch mark on the nearby wall, and claw marks in the floor, leading further into the tunnel.


    “Well, we still have 4 more of the things to beat into a pulp to fill our quota, so we might as well check it out, right?” suggested Plus.


    My thoughts exactly.


    Fizzy picked her weapon back up and started following the trail. She had lost her right boot in a scuffle earlier, so her bare metal foot scraped against the stone floor rather loudly as she walked. Well, she was never the quiet, stealthy type, but the tomb-like structure of this place seemed to amplify every sound she made, making tiny echoes that disturbed the overbearing silence.


    As she pushed onward, she gradually realized there was another light source up ahead, around a bend in the tunnel. She picked up the pace and went around the corner with a bit of speed. Her bare foot slipped on a patch of wet floor, causing her to lose her balance and smash into the far wall with a loud crash. She wasn’t hurt, but she made quite a racket when she did so.


    “Damn, what the hell was-? Oh.”


    She cursed under her breath and looked down at her feet, only to realize the thing she slipped on was a pool of fresh blood. She failed to spot it since her headlamp illuminated only a part of her field of view and had stepped right in it. Her smooth metal sole had made contact with the slick wet stone and failed to gain traction, resulting in her rather embarrassing tumble.


    As for the owner of said blood, it was probably one of the three dead dwarves in the lit section of the tunnel. They looked like they had died rather violently, probably overwhelmed by basilisks. They must’ve taken anti-petrification countermeasures, but ended up being killed to death the old fashioned way. The lizards then left their bodies to rot, as they didn’t care for meat and blood all that much. These guys were also probably the owners of that flashbang part she found, as one of them was wearing a bandolier like hers that appeared to be empty. He also had a still-lit lantern on his belt, which served as the dim light source that illuminated the grizzly scene.


    As for their killers, they hadn’t gotten far if the chorus of hissing and scraping noises coming towards her from further ahead was any indication. Fizzy wiped her foot on her pant leg to get most of the blood off and readied her trusty wrench. After a few tense seconds basilisks began pouring out of the darkness and into the flickering light of the dead party’s lantern.


    The basilisk was a monstrous lizard that crawled along the ground on four pairs of short legs, each tipped with a trio of long claws. Its body was shaped like that of a fat slug, but covered in pale blue scales that were notoriously tough to break through with brute force. Countless sharp spines anywhere between 5 and 30 centimeters in length protruded from its back as if it were some kind of nightmarish hedgehog. It was about 1 meter tall when standing still, and that wasn’t counting the spines, so its size was definitely intimidating to adventurers with gnomish proportions. It had no neck, and its wide head had a massive jaw with two rows of pointy teeth that could chew through stone and armor alike. A pair of milky white eyes glistened above its cavernous maw, locked firmly onto the shiny golem’s face.


    Actually there were more than a pair. More like a dozen pairs, but Fizzy wasn’t worried. She was a golem and was therefore naturally resistant against petrification. In fact, if she was a stone golem rather than a metal one, then the incoming basilisks’ combined gazes would do little more than feed her ego. But she wasn’t, and their focused stares began to rapidly petrify her, covering her almost-glowing mithril skin in a layer of gray rock. She reached for a flashbang on her bandolier, but her fist was already petrified and refused to let go of her wrench, which was also slowly but surely being covered in the stuff.


    In the end, it had taken just over a second to turn Fizzy into an actual statue, as the sheer number of evil eyes pointed at her seemed to overwhelm her petrification resistance. Satisfied with their successful ‘hunt,’ the roaming pack of basilisks approached the gnome statue while snapping and hissing at each other, likely debating which one would get their share first. The delicious scent of mithril filled their noses, so they were quite eager to sample their latest catch. One of them - the biggest and ugliest of the lot - won the argument by slamming his muscular mace-tipped tail into the sides of each contender.


    After establishing who was top dog, the alpha basilisk approached the petrified gnome and opened his jaw to bite off her head.


    “Cleanse!”


    The layer of stone covering Fizzy crumbled and fell away while yellow light poured out from between the cracks. The biggest lizard of the bunch was smacked in the side of his open mouth before could even comprehend what was going on. The enchanted steel wrench had hit with such force that it smashed up not only the relatively thin scales on his face, but also pulverized his lower jaw.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
You have dealt a crushing blow. Target HP -434.


            
          


        

      


    


    The basilisk’s head swayed to Fizzy’s left from the impact and its body followed suit. The slightly dented tool was then lifted in the air and promptly brought down onto the still reeling monster’s head, flattening it against the ground.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
You have dealt a crushing blow. Target HP -501.


            
          


        

      


    


    The mithril golem quickly raised the wrench and twacked it again, this time feeling her weapon sink into its thick skull a little more while also letting out a sickening crack.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
You have dealt a crushing blow. Target HP -583.

Level up!

Congratulations, you are now a Level 36 Metal Golem! STR +3. END +3. AGI +2. FTH +1.


            
          


        

      


    


    “Wait, we Leveled up already?! But we just hit 35 when we started several hours ago!”


    I know! These guys give way too much XP for how easy they are!


    “You might’ve spoken too soon, Fizzy! Here come the rest!”


    One of the remaining 11 basilisks leaped into the air and tucked its head between its legs, rolling up into a wheel and charging at Fizzy with its spear-like spines out, threatening to run her over and riddle her full of holes. The golem deftly avoided the charge by pivoting around her right foot while simultaneously swinging her weapon in a horizontal arc.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
You have dealt a solid blow. Target HP -239.


            
          


        

      


    


    Her attack did significantly less damage since she hit the lizard’s midriff instead of its head, but it still did the job and sent the scaly wheel careening into wall somewhere behind her. Using the momentum of the attack, Fizzy spun around her left leg and thrust her wrench forward as if it she was trying to stab the next basilisk in the face.


    “Heavy Gong!”


    The Martial Art activated beautifully, wrapping her weapon in a sheen of red light as it plowed right into her target’s snout.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
You have dealt a solid blow. Target HP -311.

Target stunned for 2 seconds.


            
          


        

      


    


    The lizard staggered backwards and collapsed while its black blood oozed from its pulverized face. Two more of them approached Fizzy from either side and snapped at her with their powerful jaws. She already knew from experience those things were strong enough to puncture her hide, so she didn’t hesitate to use her Armored Charge to dash forward while ignoring trivial things like momentum or inertia.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
You have dealt a glancing blow. Target HP -63.


            
          


        

      


    


    She managed to avoid the stunned lizard on the ground, headbutting another one. Her forehead was not a weapon, so she only did enough damage to push it back slightly and thoroughly piss it off. The enraged lizard lunged forward in an attempt to bite her head off, but she swatted its jaws away from below by swinging her wrench in an uppercut-like motion.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
You have dealt a crushing blow. Target HP -418.


            
          


        

      


    


    At the same time, a spiked tail came swinging in from the side. She managed to palce her wrench between herself and the incoming attack-


    

      

        

          
            	
              
You have suffered blunt force trauma. HP -259.


            
          


        

      


    


    -but the blow was too heavy to block with just one arm. Her elbow made a rather ominous cracking noise as the join was bent at a weird angle, and she was knocked off her feet and onto her side. She immediately rolled over to her left to avoid having her face stomped on by a clawed foot and scrambled to her feet. She saw another claw swipe coming from the side, but was still off-balance so she couldn’t do anything about it, other than let it slash her across the face.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
You have suffered a deep cut. HP -455.


            
          


        

      


    


    “Okay! That’s enough joking around! Let’s kick thing into high gear!”


    Considering she just lost a third of her HP in just two hits, Fizzy was already way ahead of her other self.


    “Parallel One!”


    The Paladin’s left eye was set ablaze with an emerald green flame. A bright yellow-green halo appeared over her head and her weapon was enveloped by a similar light as she also triggered her Divine Wrath Skill.


    “Grand Slam!”


    Now infused with holy energy, the unassuming steel wrench was swung in a wide horizontal arc while red light mixed in with the green and the yellow to produce a rather flashy attack.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
You have fractured your opponent’s skull. Target HP -852.

You have dealt a devastating blow. Target stunned for 5 seconds.


            
          


        

      


    


    It struck the basilisk with so much force that it had no choice but to collapse on the spot.


    “Judgement!”


    No sooner did it hit the ground that Plus hit it with her sole offensive Spell, causing a huge brick of solid light to smash into the creature from above, crushing it against the floor and finishing it off.


    “One down! Ten to go!”


    Next up was the one that tried to stomp on her. She moved in and dodged its incoming jaws while smashing two of its left kneecaps in. She was aiming for its head, but her damaged elbow made her attack veer off-course. Plus bathed both of them in healing light in the next instant, restoring her joint to pristine order and covering up the deep scratches on her face. Another tail swipe came at her from behind, hitting her in the back of the head and causing her to stumble forward, right into the gaping maw of a basilisk that bit into her right shoulder.


    “Eat this!”


    Fizzy let out a cry of frustration rather than pain. She momentarily let go of her wrench and reached down to flip the switch on the charge pack strapped to her back, setting it all the way to ‘vaporize’ in one go. The device immediately sprang to life, sending an unreasonable amount of electricity through her metal frame and into the basilisk’s mouth. The massive jolt was transferred directly into the basilisk’s body, bypassing its thick hide and earthen scales and dealing far more damage than it would have otherwise. The overwhelming shock caused its jaw muscles to tense up, preventing it from letting go of Fizzy no matter how much it tried.


    After a few seconds of thrashing about while hissing loudly it went limp. Even if it was an earth-attuned monster and was naturally resistant to lightning, all that meant was that it clung to life a little bit longer. Once she was sure her assailant was dead, Fizzy deactivated the portable power plant, threw its smoking jowls off her shoulder, and turned her attention to the remaining 9 monsters. Seeing three of their numbers - including the strongest - die in rapid succession had given them pause. Their opponent was not only smaller than them, but she was literally a walking delicacy. They had underestimated her, and only now did their primitive minds realize they had to take a more cautious approach and observe their quarry from a bit of distance away.


    Big mistake.


    Now that she had some time to herself, Fizzy reached out and applied her Magnetize Skill to one of the cart tracks in the middle of the passageway. The long steel beam groaned and creaked for a fraction of a second before it was uprooted from its spot and smashed into the gathered gaggle of lizards. It swept them off their feet and threw them against the wall, giving the golem the opening she needed to charge in. The wrench that she was forced to drop moments before suddenly took flight seemingly on its own, smacking one of the still standing monsters across the face with a loud thud. Fizzy used an Armored Charge to close the distance and shoulder-smashed its face, shattering a few teeth in the process. She snatched the wrench out of the air by the handle and swung it down while screaming at the top of her artificial lungs-


    “Love Tap!”


    The weapon glowing with multiple colors smashed into the creature’s upper back, making it bounce off the ground and gain some air under the influence of the Bonecrusher War Art. Now that it was momentarily airborne and unable to dodge, Fizzy swung her weapon around like a windmill, smashing it diagonally from below in the jaw and sending it flying backwards. It even managed to do a few flips before it crashed into the wall.


    Plus had already healed and Cleansed their body of the petrification build up while her boss was doing her thing, and was now working the Magnetize Skill yet again. One of the deceased adventurers’ swords came to life and flew straight into a random opponent’s’ eyes while Fizzy flew a flashbang into the air. The metal canister exploded in a flash of white light that was especially effective against creatures that had adapted to the low-light conditions of living underground. Most of them were blinded, and a few were even stunned, allowing the Artificer-cum-Paladin-cum-Metal Golem to resume her work uninterrupted.


    In the following 3 or so minutes, Fizzy and Plus proceeded to stab, maim, break, pummel, electrocute, pulverize, smash and generally destroy each and every one of those basilisks. Those lizards kept battering her frame from all sides, and even tried to collapse the tunnel on top of her when they got desperate, but to no avail. Any damage they did was healed up, and their repeated attempts to petrify her were met with nothing but failure.


    And violence.


    Lots and lots of violence.


    When all was said and done, Fizzy was left standing in the middle of 12 corpses, all of them bigger than herself. She had to use her Engine of Destruction Skill halfway through the fight to recharge her MP, which left her mithril hide glowing red from the intense heat she generated. The excess heat caused the various bits of lizard blood and viscera that clung to her body to burn and melt, wrapping her in a thin layer of smoke and the distinct stench of burning flesh. Her clothes had more or less burned to cinders, including the straps keeping her headlamp and charge pack in place. Well, the former had gotten smashed in the fight while the latter was already out of juice, so carrying them around had become something of a hinderance anyway.


    However, even though everything around her was dead, Fizzy wasn’t quite done yet.


    “The God of Death demands his due!” she screamed with a fanatic smile on her face. “And the servant of Chaos shall deliver it with a side order of guts and glory! Extra well done! Hahahahaha!”


    Fizzy slammed the head of her beaten, bent and bloodied wrench into the ground besides her while holding onto the edge of the handle. It was a triumphant pose to go along with her very loud declaration of victory. She basked in the glory of victory for several seconds more, at which point her one million GP smile gradually faded away. Her mood was steadily turning sour as, once her combat high wore off, she had suddenly realized there was no audience around to bear witness to her greatness.


    Or was there?


    “By my father’s beard…”


    A sheepish voice came from the wall next to Fizzy. The red hot golem immediately snapped into a combat pose, ready to smash whatever was-


    “Woah, woah! Easy there!”


    One of the dwarves she had written off as dead was leaning up against the wall and raising his hands in the air to show he meant no harm.


    “… A survivor?”


    “Yeah! That’s me! I didn’t mean to startle you, was just playing dead to avoid attracting those beasties’ attention!”


    Basilisks had good instincts, but they weren’t too smart. If they thought they had killed something before they had a chance to petrify it, they would likely leave it alone. Some would deem that to be a cowardly tactic, but those types of people normally didn’t last long as adventurers.


    This particular coward was a male dwarf with black, medium-length hair that had been slicked back and tied in a short ponytail to keep it out of his small, gray eyes. Overall his face looked lively and youthful, although the braided beard and full moustache made it difficult to guess his age. It was hard to deny he had a certain dignified charm about him. His relatively lean body was draped in a long dark blue coat with silver studs in the cuffs, collar, lapels and around the edge of the skirt. He had steel greaves and gauntlets protecting his limbs and a chainmail vest beneath the coat, which had been ripped open and bloodied by a trio of deep cuts.


    “Well, aren’t you lucky?” said Fizzy while being wary of any other surprises.


    “Yeah. Lucky… Anyway, uh, pleasure to make your acquaintance, miss. My name is Drummir Ironshout, and as you can see I’m in a bit of a bind.”


    He tapped on his right kneecap with his armored knuckles, producing a dull and hollow sound. Upon closer inspection, the steel plating on his right shin had a series of circular holes punctured through. A basilisk had likely bitten him, but there was no blood anywhere near them.


    “Petrifying venom,” he stated. “Some of the bastards have a Skill for it, and it can overpower the petrification vaccine me and my… former colleagues here took before we came down here. Bottom line is, I can’t walk, and I’d appreciate it if you could Cleanse this off me.”


    Being turned partially to stone was one of those lingering afflictions that would not heal naturally. They had to be treated, either through magic or through alchemy, otherwise the person would permanently lose the limb.


    “So you’ve been awake the entire time?” asked Fizzy in a slightly hopeful tone.


    “I was indeed.”


    “And you saw my glorious victory?”


    “Oh, yes! It was a spectacular battle that clearly demonstrated milady’s combat prowess! The stunning sight of your noble form bringing down divine retribution upon those vile creatures is something I shall not forget!”


    “… And?”


    “And I’ll be sure to sing your praises to everyone when I get back to town! I’ll make sure they know of the radiant holy golem with the face of an angel and the arm of a devil who took pity on this poor soul and saved them from damnation!”


    “Well, aren’t you a smooth operator? Do all Bards try to sweet talk golems or only desperate ones like you?”


    “Ah… found me out did you?”


    It wasn’t like being a wordsmith was bad in and of itself, but the Job certainly had some negative connotations attached to it. Bards were just as known for their ability to awe with song, dance and poetry as they were for being con artists, womanizers and brown-nosers.


    “Truthfully, I’m a Shaman by trade. Being a Bard is just how I, shall we say, find companionship.”


    And judging from his words, this guy leaned more towards the latter part of that spectrum. That was fine, though. Luckily for him, Fizzy had a use for someone who was really good at boasting. She had a reputation to build up, so having a professional bullshitter help her out was certainly a step in the right direction.


    “I don’t mind. I’ll cure you and heal you right up straight away. I’d even escort you to the surface.”


    “Really? You’d do that for me?!”


    “Sure, why not. I was about to head out anyway,” replied the golem with a wide smile. “Provided you do me a few favors in return.”


    “Favors… you say?”


    “Of course! Ain’t nothing in this world for free!”


    “Ah-hah. Certainly, you are most wise, your holiness. This humble one swears upon his ancestors to repay you for this kindness in whatever manner you see fit. I am sure such a wondrous and benevolent construct such as yourself is deserving of everything and anything she deems necessary.”


    Fizzy nodded along with his words while letting out a few approving hums.


    “Drummir, I think this is the start of a b-e-a-utiful friendship.”


    After all, there was nothing like a little bit of extortion to bring two people together.


  




  Parts, Pieces, and Puzzles 4


  

    The door to the Gun Tarum Mercenary Guild office swung open, and Fizzy strode in like she owned the place. She was completely in the nude since her Engine of Destruction Skill had burned off all her clothes and most of her gear. That didn’t mean she was empty handed, however. Her electric charge pack was still strapped to her back, and her wrench was glued to the metal backpack with a magnetic charge. In her only hand was a dark gray burlap sack about the size of her head, with some rather ominous red stains lining its bottom.


    As for the restaurant itself, it was more or less deserted. It was late afternoon and the dinner rush hadn’t started yet, so the only ones currently here besides the bartender, Grog, were a group of 7 deadbeats with nothing better to do than drink loudly around a large table. They didn’t even register the mithril golem that just walked in, nor the thoroughly humbled dwarven Shaman that followed in after her.


    “Oh, you’re back,” commented Grog when he saw her approach.


    “I am,” she confirmed as she strode up to the counter.


    “And I see you got yourself a friend.”


    “Hey, Grog,” called out the black-haired dwarf in the blue coat.


    “Hey, Ironshout,” he responded. “Don’t tell me you lost another party.”


    “Okay. I won’t tell you that.”


    The old bartender could do nothing but sigh. Truthfully speaking, the absence of the other two mercenaries that left with him earlier that day, coupled with the very obvious basilisk bite on his foot and his armored escort already told him everything he needed to know.


    “Another party?” asked Fizzy with a dubious expression.


    “This is the third time this guy’s left with a group and come back alone since he came here a few months ago,” explained Grog. “Granted, they were all pickup groups, but I doubt he’d be able to get another one with a track record like that.”


    Pickup groups referred to the practice of joining up with strangers to take on a difficult Quest. It was a practice mostly employed by rookie adventurers or by lone wolf mercenaries whenever they were out of options. Realistically speaking, since teamwork with strangers was never as smooth as with long-time companions, it wasn’t all that uncommon for there to be casualties. Especially when people took on challenges that were clearly above their league.


    “Not my fault!” complained Drummir. “That Rogue we got was a total tool and fumbled the flashbangs! What sort of idiot uses 5 of them at once?! All he did was cause a huge ruckus that attracted a whole herd of-”


    “I don’t care, mate, “ said Grog, cutting him off. “What I want to know is whether you’re giving up on the Quest or not.”


    “… Neither. I completed it.”


    “We completed it,” corrected him Fizzy.


    “Whatever,” said Grog dismissively. “Drummir - hand.”


    The dwarf behind the counter brought out the spherical Quest Log, and his ‘customer’ placed his hand on it obediently.


    “Complete Quest.”


    


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Drummir Ironshout has completed a Quest: Reverb Mine Basilisk Bounty.


            
          


        

      


    


    


    Having confirmed that the Shaman-cum-Bard wasn’t bullshitting, Grog went into the back room and returned a few moments later with a pouch containing 500 GP worth of coins. He tossed it casually at Drummir, who caught it easily and immediately stowed it in his coat’s inner pocket.


    “What about you, miss Rustblood?” asked the barkeep. “I assume you didn’t come back just because you had to bail this poor bastard out of trouble.”


    “Yeah. I’m done too.”


    “… Hand, please.”


    Fizzy placed her hand upon the Quest Log, much like how Drummir had done.


    “Complete Quest.”


    


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Fizzy Rustblood has completed a Quest: Reverb Mine Basilisk Bounty.


            
          


        

      


    


    


    The familiar message window popped up in both parties’ heads, just as with the dwarf before. However, unlike her newest companion, the golem wasn’t done just yet.


    “Complete Quest.”


    


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Fizzy Rustblood has completed a Quest: Reverb Mine Basilisk Bounty (1).


            
          


        

      


    


    


    “Complete Quest.”


    


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Fizzy Rustblood has completed a Quest: Reverb Mine Basilisk Bounty (2).


            
          


        

      


    


    


    “Complete Quest. Complete Quest. Complete Quest. Complete Quest. Complete Quest.”


    Every time she uttered those two words, Grog felt his heart sink a bit. He had half expected this to happen, but seeing it live was much too different from his imagination. Since the basilisk bounty was a Repeatable Quest, it was possible to let Fizzy accept it multiple times. Eight times, to be precise. And the fact that she had completed all eight of those meant that she had killed at least 160 basilisks in the 8 or so hours since she was gone.


    Drummir seemed to have already realized this fact, as the only reaction he offered was a silent gaze that seemed to pierce the wall of the tavern and fly off beyond the horizon.


    “Oh, I also have the monster parts for the additional reward.”


    Saying that, Fizzy lifted the soggy burlap sack up and handed it over to Grog across the counter. It was full of basilisk claws and fangs, which had been pulled out by hand from their corpses.


    “Also, I’d like to get my compensation in Divine Pieces, please,” she added.


    “I see,” said Grog in a defeated manner. “In that case, it’s going to take me a while to process the payment….”


    “That’s okay. Just give me my room key so I can get changed in the meantime.”


    “Right. Here you go, miss Rustblood.”


    Fizzy accepted the small brass key with the number ‘13’ stamped on it with a smile on her face. Hearing her new name spoken out loud really lifted her spirits for some reason.


    “Thanks, Grog! I’ll be back in a bit!”


    Saying that, she went up the stairs with a light hum on her breath and a spring in her step.


    “What about you, Ironshout?”


    “I’ll, uh… I guess I’ll wait for her. And since I’m not going anywhere, why don’t you get me a shot of Firebrand whiskey?”


    “Comin’ right up.”


    The aged dwarf instantly produced a drinking glass and a bottle of the man’s desired drink with practiced ease and poured him a dwarf-sized shot of the stuff. His customer reached out and downed the entire thing in a few big gulps before slamming the now empty glass back on the counter with a satisfied sigh. He reveled in the feeling of warmth spreading through his body, slowly washing away the stress of his near-death experience.


    “Another one?”


    Knowing his clientele, Grog was naturally ready to pour him some more of the stuff.


    “Yeah, hit me.”


    Drummir absentmindedly watched as the glimmering amber liquor steadily filled up his tall glass to about two thirds of the way up.


    “Actually, just leave the bottle,” he said after a brief moment of contemplation. “And get me two more of them while you’re at it.”


    “… Alright, but you better clean up your tab soon.”


    The dwarven Shaman then proceeded to get himself steadily more tipsy as he waited for his new boss to come back. Normally this sort of overindulgence would knock most people out cold after that first ‘shot,’ especially considering this was dwarven-made liquor. Firebrand whiskey in particular was so potent that it would likely catch fire if someone smashed the bottle against the floor. Which was, incidentally, where this alchemically-brewed drink got its name from.


    But Drummir was a dwarf himself, which gave him a naturally highe tolerance against poisons and toxins, including alcohol. This, combined with his respectable Endurance (END) Attribute, meant that he was the owner of what was colloquially known as a ‘liver of steel.’ The upside of this condition was that he got to enjoy truly obscene amounts of the delicious drink without any ill effects. The downside was that getting himself shitfaced was a rather expensive and time-consuming venture.


    That wasn’t his goal this time around though. He just desperately needed to unwind after that harrowing experience with the basilisks. Not to mention the unforgettable scene of a gnome-sized golem destroying a dozen of the beast quite literally single-handed. He contemplated taking this chance to put as much distance between himself and that psychotic killing machine as physically possible, but he couldn’t do that. He owed her far too much.


    Not only did she save his life, but she also helped him complete the Quest that nearly got him killed. If the other mercenaries learned that he’d ran away from such debts in a shameless manner, then his adventuring career would be more or less over. His standing among his peers was already pretty bad, so a rumor like that would likely get himself kicked out of the Mercenary Guild. A place that was already considered the ‘last chance’ for a lot of people in his line of work. And that was assuming he even survived the unhinged Paladin’s divine fury.


    Reputation, threats, and life-debts aside, however, Drummir had another, much more practical reason to stick with Fizzy. Like any good dwarf, he had a nose for money, and that shiny golem practically reeked of it. He didn’t know her exact circumstances, but he didn’t necessarily need to, either. A solid lump of living mithril with that much skill in combat was bound to make it big, and he would be damned if he didn’t try and leech off her inevitable success.


    All things considered, by the time he was polishing off his third bottle, he’d managed to more or less shake off what had happened back in that dark pit. He felt sorry for those two poor sods that didn’t make it, but in the end this was the reality of pickup groups. One never knew if the people they picked up were dead weight or not, and going after the big payday so eagerly with a fresh party had been a fatal mistake on their part. It would have been one for him as well, if that whirlwind of violence named Fizzy Rustblood hadn’t swept through the place and taken his breath away.


    “Old man, you got my money yet?!”


    Drummir was about to ask for a fourth bottle when the mithril golem in question finally returned to the bar. She was dressed in an oddly indecent outfit similar to the one she wore when he first saw her, except that the shirt and work pants were distinctly more green in color, and her metal backpack was nowhere to be seen.


    “Aye. Here you go, lass.”


    Grog pulled out a large hard leather bag and placed it front of Fizzy. The golem opened it up to find a total of 15 mithril coins. Well, calling them ‘coins’ was a bit misleading, as they were large enough to be mistaken for unreasonably expensive saucers or ale mug coasters. They were the largest denomination of currency currently in use across the continent and were known as Divine Pieces. Each one was worth a whopping 500 GP, ten times more than the largest gold coin called a King Piece, and a hundred times more than the most popular Knight Piece.


    In other words, Grog had just handed over a grand total of 7,500 GP, which somewhat explained the tear in his eye and the shortness of his breath. Within that amount was the 1,600 GP deposit Fizzy had put in before she set off, the 4,000 GP reward for completing the Quest 8 times in one go, and an extra 1,900 GP for providing a sizable amount of petrification antidote materials. It was all money she’d earned, so while the greedy barkeep was sad to see it go, he was also a bit proud at the same time. It was almost as if he were a doting parent seeing his children off on their way to a prestigious boarding school.


    “Right, this will do,” said Fizzy after confirming the amount. “Thanks again, Grog.”


    “Yeah, just… *Sniffle* Just don’t spend it all in one place,” said the old barkeep while wiping his nose on his sleeve.


    Too bad that was exactly what she was planning to do.


    “No promises!”


    The golem stuffed the satchel into the Bag of Holding hanging off her waist. The other two magically-expanded containers and the rest of her gear were in her room upstairs. She felt a bit uneasy about leaving them behind at first, but she couldn’t take them with her into that dungeon, especially since they were magic items. A Bag of Holding being suddenly ripped open was a rather disastrous event for the owner, as its contents wouldn’t simply spill out. The spatial magic permeating the container would go haywire and teleport everything within it to random points within a 2 kilometer radius. Granted, a Bag of Holding could survive a frightening amount of wear and tear, but it wouldn’t be able to withstand being pierced by a set of razor-sharp teeth.


    In short, bringing such an item into a basilisk-infected maze of tunnels was not a smart idea, especially considering that things made of fabric did not last long when attached to Fizzy’s person. That was why she decided it was better to leave her luggage in the room upstairs, as she’d much rather have it be stolen than scattered in those dark, dank depths. At least then she had a shot at getting her stuff back.


    Not that thievery was a huge problem, though. The guild maintained a high degree of security, employing both physical and magical countermeasures to deter any criminal activity. The rooms were warded against unauthorized entry, the locks were extremely hostile to lockpicks, each room had a miniature safe, and there were even guards keeping an eye on things both inside and outside the building.


    Suffice it to say, the Mercenary Guild took the privacy of their employees very seriously. Granted, part-timers like Fizzy had to pay a rather steep price to enjoy that privilege, but it was worth it.


    “C’mon, Drummir,” she called out. “We gotta go.”


    “Aye-aye, ma’am!”


    The well-groomed Shaman finished off his last bit of whiskey and followed her out of the building. He had managed to work up a rather strong buzz by now, which had helped him cope with his near-death experience rather splendidly, at least for the moment. Which was good, because there was a very shiny lady that needed his assistance, and he didn’t want to ruin the mood by brooding over the past.


    “So where we off to now, Angelface?” he asked while following after her.


    “Need to see a man about an arm.”


    “So that’s why you asked for Divine Pieces!”


    A light seemed to turn on in Drummir’s head. He now understood why she was down in those tunnels in the first place - she was trying to raise funds for her repairs. And since she was a mithril golem, it stood to reason she’d want obscene amounts amounts of white gold to serve as raw material.


    “Hmm? What do you mean?” she asked in a puzzled voice.


    “Y’know, so you can get your arm reforged with them?”


    “Don’t be an idiot, Drummir. Divine Pieces only have about 180 GP worth of mithril in them.”


    It was actually a lot better to buy mithril ingots with them rather than melt them down. Incidentally, the same could be said about buying gold with gold coins, although the gap there wasn’t as great as with the mithril ones.


    “Really? … Then how come they’re valued at 500 GP?”


    “Not entirely sure, to be honest. Though if I had to guess, it’s probably because of all the work that went into making them. The detail on the coins is pretty insane if you stop and look at it.”


    Or at least that’s what she assumed. She hadn’t really thought about it until now, as it wasn’t something that concerned her. The government was responsible for minting these things, so they had the right to put whatever price they wanted on them. It wasn’t just the Horkensaft Kingdom, either. Other countries made their own Divine Pieces, all of which were worth 500 GP within their own territory. Things got a bit dicey if the money was exported, as it would lose a little bit of its original value if taken across the border. Gold coins also suffered from this phenomenon, but to a much lesser, practically negligible degree.


    “I guess that sort of makes sense. But then - why did you request mithril coins?”


    “Um, because they’re easier to handle? Duh?”


    Indeed, a single Divine Piece was not only more compact, but also much lighter than 500 GP worth of golden coins. Counting them up was a lot faster, too. Granted, their individual value would be a bit much for covering one’s day-to-day expenses, but they were perfect for large-scale business transactions. Like the one Fizzy would likely need to perform in the very near future.


    “Oh, right. Of course.”


    Drummir was never exactly poor, but money had always been rather tight, so that sort of scale was beyond his comprehension.


    “Who did you get to fix you up, by the way?” he asked to keep the conversation going.


    “A human named Malcolm.”


    “Ugh, that guy?!”


    “What, you know him?”


    “Everyone at the guild knows him! He pays Grog a bit of cash for every referral he sends his way, you know.”


    “So it was something like that after all, huh? Can’t say I blame him, all things considered.”


    Paying for promotion was not exactly a foreign concept, nor was it a particularly underhanded one.


    “Are his skill as good as advertised, at least?”


    “I wouldn’t know, to be honest,” said Drummir. “I have a cousin who handles crafting all my mediums at a discount so I’ve never bothered looking into other craftsmen.”


    “Mediums?”


    “Yeah. Totems, spiritual tokens, ritualistic tattoos, that kind of stuff. Like this one here.”


    The dwarf took out a small silver badge in the shape of a wolf’s head to show what he meant. Actually now that he mentioned it, Fizzy realized all the silver studs in his jacket bore the rough image of some animal or another. It immediately made her evaluation of him drop down a notch, as paganistic objects like those went against her nature as a Paladin. It wasn’t that big a deal, though.


    “Us Shamans need them to use most of our magic,” he continued. “Tokens like these are needed to channel elemental spirits into helpful magical effects, but the most important one is the totem.”


    “You don’t seem to have one of those on you, though.”


    The totem in question should have been a large object akin to a tree stump that had certain images and shapes carved into it. It wasn’t the type of thing one could stick in a pocket.


    “Yeah, mine got smashed up in those mines, so I need to get me a new one right away.”


    “Looks like the perfect excuse to give Malcolm a try, wouldn’t you say?”


    “I don’t know, Angelface. That guy… his reputation isn’t the greatest. They say he only takes weirdo jobs that no proper smith would even touch.”


    “He doesn’t have much of a choice in the matter, though,” said Fizzy while being careful to avoid stepping on a rusty sewer grate in her path. “He’s a human in a dwarven-dominated market. Nobody trusts him with the regular jobs due to their racial prejudice, so he has no choice but to take weird requests.”


    “Prejudice, you say? Last I checked, that was the Empire’s thing.”


    “Hah! No it’s not. I mean, if you had to pick between a dwarven smith and a human smith to prepare potentially life-saving equipment, which one would you choose?”


    “Huh. I never thought of it that way.”


    “Of course you didn’t. You don’t know what it’s like to be the outcast.”


    Malcolm’s current situation was a lot like that of a certain gnomish Artificer shop in a human-dominated Imperial city. That one didn’t get a lot of work orders either.


    “And you do?”


    “… Let’s just say I’m not a stranger to being the odd one out.”


    Fizzy and Drummir kept walking in relative silence for another 30 or so minutes until they arrived at Gun Tarum’s Foundry District. The sun had already begun descending behind the 60-meter tall wall of volcanic rock around the dwarven capital, causing the streets to grow both colder and darker at a rapid pace. The thick smoke cloud far overhead was still catching the very late afternoon sun’s rays, giving it a rather surreal red glow. The sky beyond it was probably still blue, though Drummir couldn’t exactly tell from his vantage point.


    The golem led her new ‘partner’ to a small, out-of-the way shop and entered through the front door. The place didn’t have much of a storefront, as the room beyond the entrance was more akin to a residential hallway with a few chairs lined up against the wall rather than a place of business.


    “Malcolm! I’m back!”


    “Be with you in a minute!”


    Fizzy shouted to announce her presence, and was answered by a hoarse-sounding voice from beyond the door at the end of the hallway. About half a minute later, it creaked open to reveal a human man with a short scruffy beard and unkempt chestnut hair. He hunched over slightly as he walked through it in order to avoid banging his head on the doorframe. This was a house built with dwarves in mind, so it was a bit too small for a ‘full-sized’ person like him.


    As for the man himself, he looked like a mess. The heavy bags under his eyes and hollow cheeks combined with his lack of personal grooming to create the image of a man who looked like he hadn’t slept in 4 days. A pair of round-rimmed spectacles rested on the bridge of his slightly crooked nose, making his yellow irises seem a size or two bigger than they actually were.


    His clothing consisted of a dark brown blacksmith’s apron draped over a coal-stained white shirt and a pair of green wool pants. The large pocket at the front of his apron was currently holding what appeared to be a small hammer, a pair of tongs, and a steel rod that had silver-lined decorations on it. His hands were sheathed in a pair of thick workman’s gloves that had a layer of fresh soot on them, as did his brown boots.


    “Hello, miss Rustblood,” he said in a respectful manner. “Brought another friend, did you?”


    “Drummir Ironshout, at your service.”


    The dwarf greeted the man with a slightly theatrical bow.


    “Ah, Malcolm Gero. A ple- *Ahem* A pleasure to meet you, I’m sure.”


    The brown-haired human returned the greeting a nervous smile while scratching the back of his head. He didn’t seem to be too worried about getting ash in his hair, as he was already rather filthy anyway.


    “So, how goes my order?” asked Fizzy with a raised eyebrow.


    The man had given her an estimate of half a day to finish the job that very same morning, and he even said he could start right away as he had no other clients right now.


    “I think it would be better if I just showed you.”


    Malcolm opened the door behind him all the way and poked his head through it.


    “Young man! Come out here and show yourself, won’t you?!”


    Prompted by those words, Moss somewhat nervously passed through the doorframe. His shirt and jacket were off, revealing his rather scrawny torso. The left side of which had been covered by a series of metal plates that had been more or less bolted onto him, and covered his shoulder, collarbone and half his pectoral muscles. Connected to that platform was a shiny metal arm, which looked more at home on a golem than on a person.


    Hardly surprising, considering this prosthetic limb was technically a golem in and of itself.


    “S-S-So, w-what do you think?” he asked nervously.


    Fizzy walked up to him and stretched her hand out as if going for a handshake.


    “Give it here.”


    Moss’s new limb moved from its idle position and slapped the back of her hand with a small clang. Granted, shaking a right hand with a left hand was bound to be awkward, but he made it seem like he was swatting her arm away out of spite.


    “Sorry! I didn’t mean to do that!” he apologized immediately. “I’m still getting used to it so-”


    “Just shut up and stand still, Moss.”


    “Sure, Fizzy. Wuh- Whatever you say.”


    The golem grabbed his metal arm and channeled her Metallopathy through it. She was met with a bit of resistance and white noise due to the foreign magic coursing through it, but was able to grasp its construction all the same. The limb was made from an aluminum alloy that had been lightly enchanted. Overall it was surprisingly light, probably no heavier than Moss’s original arm. It had the same dimensions, too, as Malcolm had shaped the outer plates to give the mostly hollow appendage a more natural look. There was also a rather small golem core embedded within his fleshy stump and connected directly to the severed bone within via some clamps and wires.


    The off-spec ‘special surprise’ the customer had requested had also been integrated seamlessly into the forearm.


    “Alright, you pass,” declared Fizzy once she was done with her inspection. “I’m not much of a blacksmith, but I know quality metalwork when I see it. And this?”


    She lightly tapped on Moss’s forearm with her knuckles, eliciting a series of dull rings.


    “This is practically flawless.”


    “Oh, my! This is high praise coming from the Rustblood Juggernaut herself!” exclaimed Malcolm in an excited manner. “Then, will you allow me the honor of mending this horrendous scar that you bear?!”


    “Indeed!” declared the golem with a smug look on her face. “Rejoice heathen, for I have deemed you worthy of working on my glorious frame!”


    “Today is a good day indeed! Ah, but I would be remiss to talk any further until I collect my payment for your companion’s prosthetic. I still need to eat, I’m afraid. There are also a few details I wish to straighten out regarding your own limb, so if you would be kind enough to follow me into my office…”


    “Of course! Lead the way, my good man!”


    Fizzy followed Malcolm through the door and up the stairs to the house’s first floor. As for Moss and Drummir, they had been left more or less forgotten in the somewhat depressing looking hallway. The gnome sighed dejectedly and went over to take a seat on a slightly-too-large chair while moving his new arm around so as to get used to it. The dwarf took the seat opposite him and leaned forward, putting his hands on his knees as if to support himself.


    “So. Moss, is it?” he began the conversation.


    “Ah. Yeah. Hi. You’re Drummir, right? I, uh, overhead you introducing yourself earlier.”


    “Aye, that’s me. What’s your relation to Angelface if you don’t mind me asking?”


    “… I guess I’m a friend. Or a minion. Maybe a pet? Something like that.”


    “The hell kind of messed up relationship is that?!”


    “Well it’s just… you heard her just now, right? The whole reason she’s paying for this arm is because she wanted to confirm Malcolm’s handiwork for herself.”


    Bonding flesh to metal was an invasive technique, and if Malcolm had messed up, he could have crippled Moss even further.


    “I just don’t think friends use each other as fodder for shady smiths, you know?” added the gnome. “I mean, I don’t want to sound ungrateful or anything, but it’s just that… have you ever had someone literally nail something onto your bones?”


    He then stared at his left hand and slowly made a fist with it, eliciting a series of clacking noises as his doll-like fingers tapped against his palm.


    “It wasn’t a pleasant experience, let me tell you.”


    As if having bolts of metal literally nailed through his skeletal structure wasn’t enough, Malcolm also had to pour healing potions over the open wounds. This resulted in the boy’s flesh attempting to bond with the foreign objects stuck through him, which was its own special kind of hell. It was an unfortunate but necessary step to ensure that the golem-to-person connection would remain stable for the next few decades.


    “Maybe, but Angelface still got you the arm, didn’t she?” pointed out the dwarf. “She could’ve asked him to do any number of things to test his skill as a craftsman, but she chose the option that would help you out in the long run.”


    Drummir was no stranger to golem prosthetics, especially considering the type of people he’d seen wandering around the Mercenary Guild. He knew one of those things cost around 300 GP for an arm, or 400 GP for a leg, meaning they were hardly an insignificant expense. They were still 4 to 5 times cheaper than an imported Rejuvenation Potion, so they were still worthwhile as a more cost-effective alternative. Or at the very least a stopgap measure until the crippled adventurer could get together the money for the ‘full’ treatment.


    Bottom line was, there were simpler and cheaper ways to test a golem maker’s ability.


    “She’s obviously thinking about your future, so that’s gotta count for something,” he added with a reassuring tone.


    “I guess you have a point there,” consented Moss after a brief bout of self-deliberation. “What about you? How’d you end up here?”


    “Oh me? Your pal Fizzy pulled my sorry hide out of the jaws of death naught but two hours ago. I owe her my life, and I’m going to do everything in my power to pay back this immense debt.”


    “Uh-huh. Of course you are. I’m sure your being here totally has nothing to do with the fact that you’re a no-good scumbag, and she’s your last chance at making something of yourself.”


    “… You’re awfully sharp for a kid, aren’t you?” asked the dwarf with a defeated smile.


    Even if he was young and relatively inexperienced, Moss was still a street rat. And much like other hoodlums in his monetary situation, he possessed a certain degree of insight that had been steadily beaten into him over the years.


    “Not really,” said the gnome while fanning the air in front of his face with his good hand. “It’s just that it’s not even 6 PM and your breath already reeks of alcohol. Just about what you’d expect from a no-good slimeball.”


    This nugget of wisdom, for example, was among the more reliable ones. True, dwarves loved their drink so much that most of them were borderline alcoholics, but even a race known for being more or less perpetually tipsy had to have some standards. And partaking of generous amounts of hard liquor during daylight was considered the sign of a deadbeat, same as anywhere else.


    “Heh. Takes one to know one, eh?” remarked the dwarf.


    “I guess so,” said Moss with a light shrug and a wry smile of his own.


    Now that the two of them were a bit more familiar, Drummir decided to try his luck at inquiring about a somewhat sensitive subject.


    “So how did you and Fizzy meet, if you don’t mind me asking?”


    “I, uh, I actually tried to rob her at first,” he admitted.


    “You what, mate?!”


    “Yeah, I know. I succeeded, actually. Managed to lift one of her bags off her person without being spotted thanks to a buddy of mine. We were both long gone by the time she realized she was missing all her valuables.”


    “But she tracked you down, didn’t she?”


    “Yup.”


    “How did that go?”


    Moss raised his artificial arm and gave Drummir a small wave with his aluminum fingers.


    “Guess.”


    “Oh, snap, son! She really got you good, didn’t she?!”


    “You could say that, yeah.”


    It wasn’t the whole truth, but it was enough. Moss didn’t want to reveal what he knew about Fizzy and her cursed gauntlet to a total stranger. In fact, him thinking the golem would not hesitate to rip him limb from limb should he double-cross her was probably a good thing. It was a small, probably worthless gesture, but Moss still did what he could to watch Fizzy’s back in his own way.


    “And you’re not mad at her?” asked Drummir.


    “Of course not. I deserved everything that happened to me that day. Except maybe meeting FIzzy, and then being allowed to follower her around like this. I genuinely feel unworthy of being in her presence sometimes. She’s… a remarkable woman.”


    “Yeah, I get that,” said Drummir while leaning back in his chair. “She’s definitely not the type of person you’d want as an enemy. Which is why I think you’re way more of a man than you care to admit.”


    “What? How’d you figure that?”


    “I mean, stealing from that combat maniac? I’m not gonna condone what you tried to do, but I gotta admit - what you did took some serious balls.”


    “Maybe you got a point. Come to think of it, my buddy made the exact same comment right after we pulled it off. Heh, it was kind of ironic, now that I think about it.”


    “Ironic how?”


    Moss stopped fiddling with his arm and stared at the slightly ajar door while absentmindedly covering his crotch with both hands.


    “Well… Let’s just say I’m glad an arm is the only thing I lost that day…”


  




  Parts, Pieces, and Puzzles 5


  

    Malcolm lifted the unnaturally slim hammer in his grip above his head with one hand, while the other held a piece of red-hot metal firmly in place via a pair of tongs. He positioned it carefully against the pitch black anvil underneath and, for the lack of a better word, took aim. The human took a deep breath, sharpened his focus, and then swung his tool downwards with all his might.


    *CLANNNNG*


    Metal clashed against metal, sending a deluge of sparks in every direction. They bounced harmlessly off the man’s protective clothing and mask before spilling onto the floor and disappearing. The rectangular plate that had been struck deformed unnaturally, as if ripples had been sent through it. Its wider axis arched upwards seemingly all on its own, causing the half-molten shard to adopt a smooth quarter-pipe shape.


    Satisfied with the result, Malcolm lifted his creation off of the anvil and lowered it into the reddish murky fluid of a nearby metal vat. The liquid sizzled, bubbled and even slightly caught fire as it tried desperately to quench the metal’s heat. After precisely 17 seconds, the Blacksmith lifted the newly-forged component out of the liquid with his tongs. The mithril shard’s red glow had all but disappeared, leaving behind a pure white radiant glimmer that gave off copious amounts of steam.


    At least until the liquid clinging to it completely evaporated, at which point it heated right back up again with the same intense red light as before. Malcolm then repositioned it on top of the anvil and repeated the process. His next swing hit the shard in just the right spot and with just the right amount of force to cause the metal to bend according to his will. In this instant, the mithril piece tightened one end of its bent shape, while the other splayed out as if trying to adopt a slightly conical shape.


    This seemingly bizarre process was pretty much par for the course when it came to working with metals of a magical nature. Each of them had its own quirks and behaviors that differed greatly from mundane metals such as copper, bronze, or iron. Forging pure mithril in particular could be an incredibly tricky process, as the precious metal seemed to have a mind of its own. And a whimsical one, at that. Even something as simple as making it into an ingot took considerably more effort than a layman might expect.


    Molten mithril deformed in various ways as it cooled, as if refusing to maintain the shape of the cast it was poured into. Almost as if each lump of it was ever-so-slightly different from the others, regardless of the level of purity. This curious behavior was why most Blacksmiths believed that, on some level, mithril was alive, and that working with the wondrous material was almost like a conversation. It was completely unlike the ‘monologue’ of endlessly hammering a piece of steel and beating it into shape, to say the least.


    Unfortunately, as interesting as it was, forging mithril was also a time-consuming and delicate process that would be impossible without the supporting Skills of the Blacksmith Job. Heating it to the degree where it would become susceptible to the suggestions of Malcolm’s hammer was also a sticking point, as the humble smith’s personal forge was inadequate for the task. These two reasons were why he had to rent a space at the nearby communal foundry for a while. This was more or less common practice, as very few individuals had to work with stubborn metals like mithril on a regular basis, so it was usually cheaper than having to maintain a heavy-duty forge in their personal workshops.


    What this meant for Fizzy was that there was going to be some overhead to her repair bill, to the tune of 300 GP for a 3-day rental period. She also had to provide an entire kilogram of mithril to serve as raw material. She still had the broken shards of her original arm, which covered most of her needs, but they were not going to be enough. Which was why she had to fork over a whopping 4,500 GP to buy the remainder off the market. Adding in the 1,200 GP for the 40 or so hours of skilled labor that Malcolm would need to put in, and her bill was projected to come out to a grand total of 6,000 GP. It was the sort of amount that would net an adventurer three or four pieces of heavily enchanted Masterwork-quality equipment. That or allow them to live a life of debauchery and relative luxury for about a year. Maybe less, depending on the individual. But Fizzy would gladly pay ten times this amount if it meant she could be made whole again.


    A moment that was steadily approaching.


    The golem was actually in the workshop with Malcolm. She wasn’t there just because she wanted to, but also because she had to. Much like making Moss’s prosthetic, replacing her arm involved having Malcolm assemble it directly onto her frame, rather than putting it together and then attaching it all at once. This left Fizzy, who was currently lying down on a large stone table near the anvil, with a limb that was only half done. The most difficult part - the ‘skeleton’ of the limb - was already done, so what Malcolm was currently working on was the ‘flesh.’


    And by the look of things, he was done with the first part of that process. He approached the golem, his trusty tongs securely holding onto the heated mithril plate. He placed it on the area where Fizzy’s lower bicep would be, and gently tapped on it with his hammer. He wasn’t trying to nail it into place or anything like that, but merely positioning it and making sure it fit right. Once he was sure everything was in order, he placed the hammer back in his apron’s front pocket and took out the silver wand he used for enchanting purposes.


    “Synchronize!”


    With a chant and a tap, he invoked an Enchanter Skill that spurred Fizzy’s golem core into action. The magical sphere’s output rose momentarily as the newly forged plating was bonded with the bone-like tubing underneath. It twisted and turned with a low groan as it wrapped around Fizzy’s upper arm, becoming a permanent part of her body. After a minute or so, her new limb was left as a skeleton only from the elbow down, which she saw as quite encouraging.


    “Huh, now that’s odd,” said the Blacksmith from behind his protective face mask.


    “What? Is there a problem?” asked Fizzy while trying to remain as still as possible.


    “No, no, nothing like that. It’s just… I’ve never seen a golem assimilate ‘skin’ grafts so readily. This process should take a few hours, not a few minutes.”


    Repairing a golem essentially boiled down to two steps that were repeated over and over. First, a Blacksmith created an appropriate graft, which was a compatible piece of metal or stone that had the general shape and dimensions of the part it was going to replace. An Enchanter - often times the same person - would then use their Mana Synchronization Skill to attune the new material with the magical signature given off by the golem’s core. Doing this essentially tricked it into believing that this foreign object was a part of its body. After that, it was simply a matter of waiting for the golem’s ‘heart’ to do its thing and finish shaping the new addition according to the design in its memory.


    This also meant that the lovingly drawn up and excruciatingly detailed blueprints Fizzy had made were of very little practical use, but drawing them up was kind of fun so she didn’t mind.


    “Then it’s a good thing, after all?” asked the golem with a hint of confusion in her voice.


    Surely her ‘healing’ faster than expected was something to celebrate, not be wary of, no?


    “No, actually. ‘Good’ is a gross understatement! It’s amazing! I’ve never heard let alone seen anything like it! Do you mind if I do a quick inspection?!”


    “Of course not.”


    “As if we’re going to pass up on getting confirmation on just how awesome we are!” said Plus triumphantly.


    Malcolm lifted his metal plate of a mask, took off his gloves and grabbed hold of his hammer. He tentatively placed a finger on the part he’d just introduced to the mithril golem’s system, and was immediately surprised at how cold it had already become. He then proceeded to very lightly tap on it, using his eyes, ears and touch to feel out the condition of the metal. He then circled around Fizzy and did the same with her other, unbroken arm, before returning to the half-complete one on the golem’s left.


    “How extraordinary!” he exclaimed after comparing the two. “There’s no deviation whatsoever!”


    “Deviation? What?”


    “Well, it’s just that… Parts or replacements introduced into a golem’s frame after their core is activated normally feel ‘off,’ or ‘dull.’ A Blacksmith like me can easily tell which components of a domestic golem are original and which are not. But with you… if I didn’t know any better, I’d swear this is your original arm!”


    “Heh! You shouldn’t lump me in with those clumsy things you normally work on!”


    “Yeah! You tell him!”


    Her gloating had actually been quite close to the mark. Artificially created golems were, frankly speaking, inferior to the real deal. Even if Fizzy’s current situation was the byproduct of a powerful curse and the chaotic energies surrounding the Hero of Chaos, she was still a wild golem in body and, most importantly, soul. She was far more ‘alive’ than anything else Malcolm had ever worked on, and that wasn’t simply because she was made of mithril. Though that last bit probably had a lot to do with her abnormal vitality.


    “Indeed! This is quite intriguing!” exclaimed the human smith. “It’s just a shame I can’t show you off to those stuck-up twats at the Hammer & Soul guild hall.”


    “Why not?” asked Fizzy. “I wouldn’t mind getting some extra publicity, to be honest.”


    “Bah, they’ll never listen to a ‘long-legs’ like me. Those stubborn old fools wouldn’t know a good golem-forger if he walked up to them and smashed them in the face with a mug of ale that was half-full!”


    “… That’s an oddly specific example.”


    “Oh. Yeah. Uh… *Ahem* Let’s just say allowing myself to be peer-pressured into drinking like a dwarf when I’m clearly not a dwarf had some… consequences.”


    Malcolm coughed and laughed nervously as he explained. It would appear that his being somewhat ostracized by Gun Tarum’s smithing community wasn’t entirely because he was a human.


    “Anyway! With this sort of healing rate, I think I can have the rest of your arm fixed up in only half the remaining time!”


    “That’s great news! Just make sure you don’t rush too much and mess things up, though.”


    “Believe me, I have no intention of doing so.”


    If anything, Malcolm wanted to actually stall the job so he’d get to work on her a bit longer. He knew that the instant he was done, Fizzy would move on with her life and he would never see a construct as miraculous as her ever again. It was a slightly depressing thought, but he quickly chased it out of his head as he resumed focusing on her repairs. One by one, bit by bit the remainder of her arm was gradually being restored back to pristine condition.


    “Alright, that’s enough.”


    At least until Fizzy suddenly called out to Malcolm to stop and began getting off the stone table.


    “W-what are you doing!?” half-shouted the human. “I still need to finish your hand!”


    While the rest of the golem’s left arm was more or less identical to her right, the arguably most important part of it was still incomplete. Malcolm had only had the chance to apply a very thin layer of mithril onto the lowest end of the skeleton. Fingers were a lot more complex than a bicep or a forearm, so restoring those in one go was impossible. In Fizzy’s current state, she could still move her fingers, but her hand was left without its outermost shell.


    In meatbag terms, this meant that she had bones and muscles, but was still missing her skin.


    “No. You’re done here,” she said calmly while walking towards the workshop’s exit.


    “But- but-!”


    Malcolm tried to protest, but he couldn’t find the right words. Whoever heard of a patient that left the clinic after receiving only half the treatment? What could have caused this shiny woman to suddenly behave like this?


    “Did I make a mistake? Are my skills not satisfactory?”


    The only conclusion the human could reach was that the fault was somehow with himself. He had hoped it was some misunderstanding, as his professional pride was on the line. Not to mention his livelihood. This was the only job he’d gotten in over a month, so he quite literally could not afford to let it slip out of his fingers.


    “Oh no, you did great,” said Fizzy over her shoulder. “Much better than I expected, to be honest.”


    The work he did on Moss was already indicative of that much.


    “Then why?!”


    “Because I can handle the rest from here.”


    Hearing the golem say that made Malcolm realize she wasn’t actually planning to leave, but was headed towards the hard leather Bag of Holding propped up against the wall next to the door. He watched on in confusion as Fizzy reached inside with her good hand and pulled out a mithril shield gauntlet that made the human recoil slightly. Being an Enchanter meant he was more in tune with the magical energy around him, and he could easily feel the foul energy radiate off that undoubtedly cursed item, even from a distance.


    “Wait-!”


    Fizzy thrust her incomplete left hand into the gauntlet before he could finish warning her. The cursed item shrank down and latched onto it immediately, affixing itself to her forearm. The metal glove then began distorting, subtly warping itself until the armored hand was an exact reflection of Fizzy’s right. It was at this point Malcolm realized something. Much like how his grafts had been easily swallowed up by his ‘patient,’ so too was this magic seamlessly become a part of Fizzy’s glorious frame.


    “See?!” said Fizzy while turning around with a huge smile. “Good as new!”


    Seeing her wave all ten of her fingers in a somewhat hypnotic manner instantly relieved Malcolm. He could do little but smile in a defeated manner and laugh dryly. He had realized that the only way this girl would have bonded with this item so completely without an Enchanter’s touch was if it was already attuned to her magical signature. And the only way he saw that happening was if this was her original hand. No wonder why the shattered remains of her old limb felt so strangely inadequate and incomplete. Almost like a 100-piece jigsaw puzzle that was missing a few pieces, which he assumed were simply lost.


    He never could have imagined an outcome like this.


    “I wish you would’ve showed me that thing sooner,” he commented finally. “If I had known, I wouldn’t have told you to get this much mithril.”


    He still had about 270 grams left of the stuff and nothing to do with it.


    “I’ll return it to you at once, of course.”


    This gesture was only to be expected. After all, the white gold in question was rightfully Fizzy’s property, and he had no right to demand for the leftovers.


    “I have a better idea,” interjected the golem. “Can you make bandages with that stuff?”


    “… Pardon?”


    “Turn the leftover material into small mithril squares and attune them to my core. Then I can apply them to my body in case I end up losing any more… body mass.”


    “Hmm… Interesting… I’m not sure how well this will work though. I mean without the proper heat-”


    “I’m not asking you,” she interrupted. “I’m telling you. You’re still on the clock, and I’m still paying, so get to work!”


    “Heh. Whatever you say, miss customer!”


    With a laugh and a shrug, Malcolm put his protective mask back on and got ready to start fulfilling his client’s new request.


    “What about you?” he asked while stoking the flames of the massive furnace embedded in the wall.


    “I’m just going to sit over there in the corner for a few hours and stay out of your way.”


    “Fair enough!”


    True to her word, Fizzy walked over to the corner of the stone chamber and sat down on the ground, covered by soot and metal shavings as it was. She leaned her head against the wall and placed her hands on the floor while stretching her legs out in an unladylike manner. She was naked, too, so her posture was definitely immoral on some levels, even if she was just a statue. But she didn’t care. With the reconstruction taken care of, she finally did the thing she’d been wanting to do ever since getting Level 35 of her Metal Golem Job inside that basilisk den.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Proficiency level increased. Shock Absorption is now Level 1. END +4. STR +2.


            
          


        

      


    


    She had finally acquired the Skill she had been eyeing for the better part of the last 3 days. She wanted to wait until after her arm was fixed to get it, because she was worried the changes would not carry over to the new limb if she did so. That had proven to be an unnecessary worry, but it wasn’t the only reason she held off on it. After all, learning a new Metal Golem Skill that had a clearly physical component to it paralyzed her completely while her body made all the necessary changes. Advanced Joints had done it, and so had Engine of Destruction. They were almost like mini Rank Ups, come to think of it.


    And she could easily tell this one was one of those cumbersome Skills.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Shock Absorption

Description: The golem becomes able to disperse physical force applied to it and maintain its footing even in the most dire of circumstances.

Requirements: Level 35 Metal Golem, END 300

Type: Passive

Activation Time: N/A

Cost: N/A

Range: Self

Effects: Reduces the amount of knockback suffered from incoming physical attacks by 6% per Level of this Skill.

Reduces the amount of recoil suffered from outgoing physical attacks by 4% per Level of this Skill.

Reduces incoming physical damage by 1% per Level of this Skill.


            
          


        

      


    


    Back in that basilisk den, she had been made very much aware of just how dangerous it was to be knocked around so much. Heck, if she had this bad boy back when that Hero lashed out at her, she might not have lost her arm to begin with. It would also have been very useful in the fight immediately before meeting Drummir, but she didn’t want to risk picking the Skill under those conditions. Having her body become immobile and leaving her vulnerable amidst a mine full of monsters that dined on rock and metal? Yeah, that wasn’t gonna happen.


    Thankfully the Level 40 Paladin Skill she got during that time was much more accommodating, and had been a good help throughout that last fight.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Pure Skill

Description: Those who claim that luck does not equal skill have simply never faced a follower of Chaos on the field of battle.

Requirements: Level 40 Paladin, Champion of Chaos

Type: Passive

Activation Time: N/A

Cost: N/A

Range: Self

Effects: All attacks and Spells gain a chance based on the Luck (LCK) Attribute to become a Skill Shot, dealing critical damage and/or healing.

Increases the chance of scoring a Skill Shot by 1% per Level of this Skill.

Increases the effects of the Champion of Chaos Skill by 5% per Level of this Skill.

Gain awareness of whether the next attack or Spell will be a Skill Shot at Level 10 of this Skill.


            
          


        

      


    


    Fizzy had some complaints about the terminology used, but she felt she would be doing Garfield a disservice if she gave voice to them. Not to mention that these ‘Skill Shots’ were quite the tasty things whenever they appeared, dealing roughly double the amount of damage or healing she would have done otherwise.


    As for the rate at which they appeared, it actually wasn’t all that great. Having the Skill at Level 2 and her LCK at 67 meant she was coring in an average of one Skill Shot every 20 or so hits. It felt lackluster, to say the least, and reminded Fizzy about why she didn’t like lotteries - they were just a tax on people who couldn’t do math. However, the Skill itself granted her a total of +6 LCK whenever it Leveled Up, so it was inevitable that it would go up in consistency quite rapidly. Upon reaching Level 10, she would even be able to somewhat sidestep the ‘skillful’ nature of this ability and be allowed to maximize the potential impact on a fight, so she had a lot to look forward to.


    Fizzy kept contemplating how to most effectively use her new chaos-attuned Skill for the next hour or so while her body finished incorporating the Shock Absorption Skill. The changes brought upon by it manifested themselves by dividing up the inner part of her armored hide into layers, presumably to help disperse the force of incoming impacts. Her ‘skin’ didn’t get any thicker, though. If anything, it actually seemed to lose a bit of volume, so by all accounts she felt like she would have become more fragile, not tougher. Then again, her body was made up of living white gold that had a shiny ball for a heart and magic instead of blood, so her knowledge of physics wasn’t really applicable to her bizarre anatomy.


    After that was over with, she sort of just hung around and hummed under her nose while Malcolm continued to work on those mithril ‘bandages’ she requested. By the time he was done and Fizzy finally left the communal foundry workshop, the sun had already hid behind the wall of volcanic rock that surrounded Gun Tarum. An event the locals unofficially referred to ‘sundown,’ as opposed to the sunset that saw the giant orb of fire descend beyond the horizon and cause the sky to darken.


    Fizzy walked through the now familiar streets with a spring in her step and a tune on her lips, reveling in the feeling of being made whole again. She felt so good that the goofy grin she wore threatened to become a permanent part of her face. It didn’t diminish in the slightest even when some clumsy elven bimbo dropped a pot of hot tar on her on accident, nor did the smile waver while the golem was breaking the girl’s kneecaps and wrists.


    The mithril golem continued on her way after healing the unfortunate elf and magnanimously informing her she was forgiven for the crime of sullying her glorious frame. She then stopped by a random jewelry shop to have herself cleaned and polished, before eventually winding up back at the Mercenary Guild building. She opened the door and peeked inside, only to be made aware of how uncharacteristically noisy the place become in her absence.


    “Chug! Chug! Chug! Chug!”


    What she saw was a group of about a dozen or so men huddled up in a semi-circle around the bar while chanting rhythmically. Overcome with curiosity, the golem casually walked into the tavern and approached the gathering, realizing that the dwarves were crowding around Moss and Drummir. The former was struggling to down a dwarf-sized shot of whiskey while the latter egged him on.


    To his credit, the gnomish lad managed to polish off the last bit of Firebrand in his drinking glass, then slammed it against the counter. Whether it was because he was using his artificial arm or because he wasn’t regulating his strength, he ended up breaking the glass and causing pointy shards to fly all over the place. All while the small crowd around him cheered and clapped in an overtly boisterous fashion.


    “Yeeah!” shouted the gnome, his voice cracking. “Told yous I could do the thing. With the stuff. And the… hey… where’s the cup gone… ? And will you people stop… spinning around? You’re making me…”


    *BRAAARP*


    Moss let out a disgusting fiery belch that momentarily lit up the surroundings, then fell off his barstool and collapsed to the ground while the others were having a laugh at his expense.


    “Having fun boys?”


    Hearing the metallic voice from behind them caused this little party to come to a screeching halt. They began immediately dispersing, offering nervous coughs or quiet apologies as they went around Fizzy, maintaining as much distance as reasonably possible. She didn’t know why though. It’s not like she came here specifically to interrupt their fun.


    “Oh, hey angelface!” said Drummir with a wave. “Wow, congrats on the new arm! I must say, you look lovelier than ever!”


    “Yeah, thanks. What’s going on here, Drummir?”


    “Ah, the lad just managed to get past Level 25 of his Rogue Job, so I decided to treat the boy to a drink. He loudly said he’ll have what I was having, to which I replied he was just being cocky. We ended up causing something of a scene, which escalated a bit, and then here we are!”


    “I see. You are aware that gnomes suck at holding their liquor, right?”


    “Hey, the lad’s old enough to make his own mistakes,” offered the dwarf with a shrug.


    “No, he’s not. He’s still a kid. Which, by the way, makes him even more susceptible to alcohol poisoning.”


    She approached the unmoving boy on the ground and placed a hand upon his back.


    “Cleanse!”


    The all-purpose curative magic permeated his body doing its best to expel the toxic levels of alcohol from his system. The effect was immediate, as his pale complexion got significantly healthier while he continued to snore lightly. He’d still have the mother of all hangovers in the morning, but at least his life wouldn’t be in any danger.


    “Ah… Sorry, angelface,” said the guilty dwarf. “I really didn’t think this one through.”


    “I think I’m starting to understand why you got so many people killed,” mumbled Fizzy as she took a seat at the bar on the dwarf’s right side.


    “Good evening, miss Rustblood,” said Grog from the other side of the counter. “Can I get you anything?”


    “I’m good.”


    “Same here,” echoed Drummir.


    “Alright. Holler if you need anything. And congratulations on the new arm.”


    “I will. And thanks.”


    With that, the bartender moved away from the two of them and went to service the caped baldy in the yellow pajamas at the other end of the bar.


    “So I take it the power-Leveling went okay?” asked Fizzy.


    Moss had expressed concerns that he would only slow the golem down in his current state, and ended up asking Drummir to help him get stronger. As a Level 43 Shaman and Level 20 Bard, the dwarf was more than qualified to look over the boy and help him take down monsters way above his league. Fizzy didn’t mind since she’d be stuck with Malcolm for a while, allowing the gnome to go from Level 12 to 25 in just 3 days.


    “Yeah. More or less,” responded Drummir. “I gotta say though, he’s not all that sharp when it comes to fighting. He’s squeamish and hesitates a lot, it’ll be a while before he can get past that. At least that arm of his served him well. That spring-loaded blade you put into his wrist is something else.”


    “Just a shame I couldn’t assemble it myself,” lamented the golem. “I’m sure I could’ve done a better job than that Blackspring fellow.”


    “So why didn’t you?”


    Fizzy responded by tapping the shield on her left forearm against Drummir’s thick head.


    “Heh. Right. Good point,” said the dwarf with a chuckle.


    He then resumed nursing his drink while Moss continued to snore quietly in the background.


    “Have you thought about how to get myself famous?” asked Fizzy after a small pause.


    “I have. I gotta say, though, I don’t think your plan to make it big in the arena will work out. You got hundreds of people trying to do the same as you, so you’ll quickly be buried under the deluge of people, regardless of your shiny butt.”


    “But it can still work, right?”


    “Ah, yeah, sure it can. I guess. But let’s call that ‘Plan B’ for now, okay?”


    “Why? You got a better idea?”


    “Yeah. Typically speaking, if you wanna make a name for yourself, you need to do something big. Something that doesn’t boil down to ‘I smashed a bunch of things.’ Avert a crisis, uncover a lost relic of ancient power-”


    “Unlock the Vault Beneath the Mountain?” interjected Fizzy.


    “-unlock the Vault Beneath- Wait, what?”


    “Yeah. I’m pretty sure I might be able to get it open.”


    “Uh, no offense, but literally hundreds of thousands of people have tried. What makes you think you’ll succeed.”


    “Because I’m a golem, a Paladin and an Artificer, all rolled up into one.”


    “… Alright, yeah. That combination is definitely unique, and if you think you can do it then it’s definitely worth a shot. And even if it fails it won’t be too big of a deal. ”


    It should be noted that Drummir was somewhat inexperienced, and was thus blissfully unaware of the rumors surrounding Malachai’s servants. He didn’t know that Disciples, Champions and Apostles of Chaos were considered bad omens. He had no idea that these people always seemed to be around whenever some huge disaster struck.


    And Fizzy realized this, because if the dwarf did indeed know about such things, he would not have tempted fate by uttering his next words.


    “I mean, what’s the worst that could happen, right?”
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  Parts, Pieces, and Puzzles 6


  

    “RRRAAAAHRG!”


    A three and a half meter tall humanoid creature cried out in both anger and pain. It had somewhat stubby legs, long arms that reached all the way to the ground, and a rather large belly. Each part of this monster could easily be classified by using the word ‘thick,’ especially when it came to its craggy gray skin and dense skull. It also had a pair of saggy breasts dangling off its chest, signifying its gender. A pair of long yellow tusks protruded from its massive lower jaw, giving its face a sizeable underbite. But this creature’s most defining characteristic by far, was the single orange eye in the middle of its face.


    “GRRAAAR!”


    The cyclops roared again, swinging its tree-trunk-like arms down at the pesky shorties that had attacked it. Its fists missed both the dwarf in blue and the golem in white, smashing against the gravelly ground and sending debris tiny rocks flying everywhere. A duo of steel throwing knives then stuck themselves loosely in its left shoulder, but fell out almost immediately as the creature moved around.


    “I can’t puncture its skin!” shouted Moss from the backlines while reaching for another blade.


    “Drummir, see if you can help him!” ordered Fizzy. “I’ll keep her busy!”


    The Paladin then charged towards the monster’s left leg, easily sidestepping another wild smash and then striking it in the knee with all her might. There was a satisfying thwack and the cyclops roared in response, but all the damage amounted to was a bruise due to how incredibly sturdy its legs as a whole were. She then tried to snake between them to confuse her opponent, but the larger creature was clearly used to smaller opponents trying something that obvious. It started hopping around in place with surprising agility as it tried to crush Fizzy underfoot, forcing the golem to fall back away from the others. She hated to admit it, but this thing knew how to use its size and weight to its advantage. But then again, she was already used to fighting things larger than herself, so she charged in once more without a single moment of hesitation.


    In the meantime, Drummir had already reached Moss. He took a round metal talisman out of his pocket, which had the image of a hawk in flight etched into it. He held it against the boy’s metal-covered shoulder, then activated his Spell.


    “Piercing Gale!”


    The small token glowed momentarily with a green light, and stuck firmly to the aluminum limb as if it had been glued in place.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Your next 10 ranged attacks will have their penetrative force increased by 50%.


            
          


        

      


    


    Now enveloped in the Shaman’s magic, Moss tried to throw another knife at the cyclops. The projectile flew true while leaving a faint green trail in its wake. This one too stuck itself in the rampaging monster’s left shoulder, but sank all the way up to the hilt rather than only halfway through. Emboldened, the rookie Rogue unleashed a flurry of 4 blades that all struck true around that same area. The cyclops roared more in pain than anger as the entire limb hung limply from its shoulder as one of the knives severed something important, essentially halving its attack power.


    Drummir had run back to his spot in the middle between Fizzy and Moss, where he had momentarily left his totem. He grabbed the 70 centimeter tall carving of a bull’s head off the ground and slammed its lower end into the loose gravel underfoot, as if trying to bury a fence post.


    “All set here, angelface!” he shouted towards the mithril golem.


    “Alright!” she shot back while sidestepping a wild kick. “Moss, ladder!”


    “I’ll try!”


    Having been called out, the gnome used up the remaining charges of the dwarf’s Piercing Gale enhancement to stick a row of knives going up the cyclops’s immobilized arm. Fizzy then stopped dodging and faced an incoming uppercut-like punch head-on. She assumed a stance with her left side forward, putting all the weight on that foot while raising her shield in front of her face.


    “Shield Wall!”


    Her shield glowed with a red light for an instant, just as the boulder-like fist smashed into it. If her timing had been off by even a fraction of a second, the Martial Art would have whiffed and she would have taken that blow as normal. But she executed it perfectly, making the cyclops feel as though it had struck an impenetrable fortress wall, dealing more damage to itself than to its puny target. In fact, the only reaction its target showed to being hit was having her feet dig ever-so-slightly into the gravel she was standing on.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Proficiency level increased. Shock Absorption is now Level 2. END +4. STR +2.

Proficiency level increased. Bonecrusher War Art is now Level 6. STR +4. END +2.

You have learned a new Martial Art: Gag Order.


            
          


        

      


    


    Knowledge of a new shield-based move flowed into the golem’s mind, but she didn’t have time to stop and review it right now. The massive limb in front of her had recoiled backwards from the sudden stop, throwing the cyclops off balance in the process. It stumbled back and unwittingly twisted its body, causing the paralyzed left arm to dangle right in front of Fizzy. She seized this chance and abruptly launched herself forward and then upward as she used Moss’s daggers as footholds to clamber up the side of the beast. The steel knives creaked under her disproportionately heavy weight, but held out without snapping as Fizzy only held onto them for the briefest of moments.


    “Moss! Blade!” she shouted out as she made it past the halfway point.


    The gnome unsheathed the dagger on his belt and threw it towards the golem with a yell of ‘Catch!’


    “Parallel One!”


    Plus began chanting a Spell immediately while Fizzy used her Magnetize Skill to pluck the spinning blade out of the air just as she stepped on top of the broad shoulder. The dumbfounded cyclops looked at her just in time to have the steel blade shoved right into its own eye.


    “Judgement!”


    Fizzy’s alter ego then finished chanting her Spell, and a giant door knob made out of solid light slammed into the handle in her left arm, hammering the ‘nail’ even further inside. The cyclops naturally did not appreciate this, and immediately began thrashing around even wilder than before while its skin grew a shade redder. As expected, it had access to some Skill that triggered an enraged state whenever its weak point was targeted, making it instantly more dangerous. Most of these super-sized monsters had one of those, so this development was already anticipated.


    Even still, Fizzy had a rough time holding onto that blade. The large creature tried to peel her off, but since its left arm was immobilized it actually couldn’t reach that side of its head too well. Coupled with its sudden blindness and Fizzy’s Champion of Chaos predicting its clumsy movements, it stood very little chance of peeling her off as she held onto its bald head.


    “Raging Bolt!”


    It was then that Drummir finished chanting his Spell. A bolt of blue light shot up from his totem at ludicrous speed, piercing a fluffy white cloud overhead within a second. The cloud immediately darkened and a massive thunderbolt fell down on top of the fight. It struck the lightning rod that Fizzy had made herself into and the volatile current was transferred through her body, rampaged through the weapon in her grip and poured directly into the cyclops’s head.


    Which then exploded in a deluge of blood, bone, and smoke. The golem was thrown off, landing roughly on the ground behind the very dead cyclops. She immediately scrambled to her feet and used an Armored Charge to dash away from it, narrowly avoiding the heavy corpse from falling on top of her with a thunderous quake. Coming to a halt several meters away, the golem turned around to see that the others were already rushing over to check on her.


    “You okay, angelface?!” asked Drummir with some concern. “I know you told me you could take it, but…”


    A Shaman’s Raging Bolt was different from lightning conjured by Wizards or electricity generated from an Artificer’s charge pack. It was the unbridled fury of nature, which was as powerful as it was unpredictable. If the golem hadn’t put herself in that position, then there was no telling where or who it might have hit. However, she hadn’t managed to get away from this stunt completely unscathed, as the unbridled jolt had melted its way through Fizzy’s head, leaving behind a glowing red wound that smoldered persistently.


    “Nothing that-”


    “Holy Light!”


    “-a little magic can’t fix.”


    Under the influence of Plus’s magic, her head began closing up immediately. Thankfully it seemed like she didn’t lose any body mass, unlike when she lost an arm, so it didn’t seem like she’d need any repairs.


    “Ah… Right…” offered Drummir while staring warily at the golem.


    “What? Is there something on my face?” asked Fizzy.


    “I’m sure he’s just awestruck at our magnificent performance,” offered Plus.


    “Sorry to say, but that’s not it,” said the dwarf. “It’s just that I’m not used to that whole split personality thing yet. Even if it’s a useful Skill, it’s still kinda creepy. You really should keep that bubbly side of yours in check around strangers.”


    Being unofficially appointed as Fizzy’s public relations manager, the dwarf was constantly thinking of her public image. Reputation was everything in the realm of adventurers, so if he was going to ride the mithril golem train to glory, he needed to make sure it stayed the course. Things would get easier once she made a proper name for herself, but they needed to tread carefully for the time being.


    “The last thing we want on our hands is people saying you’re crazier than a tin house full of masons,” he elaborated.


    “Ah, you’re just being a worry wort!” declared Plus with a carefree smile. “Those meatbags should feel honored to have two of us in their presence!”


    “I’m with her on this one,” nodded Fizzy in agreement with herself. “Plus deserves to show off too every now and then.”


    “Alright,” said the dwarf while slightly rolling his eyes. “Just don’t say I didn’t warn ya.”


    “Uh, Fizzy?” butted in Moss from the side. “You sure the thing’s dead?”


    The corpse was still twitching slightly, so he was a bit unsure if it wouldn’t just pop back up even though it no longer had a head and was riddled with various small wounds.


    “Did you get XP just now?”


    “Uh, yeah. I got up to Level 27 now.”


    “Then it’s dead for sure.”


    “Ah, right.”


    “Also, you’re gonna need a new weapon.”


    Fizzy held up the dagger handle that was somewhat fused to her hand. The blade portion of the weapon had disappeared entirely, almost like it had vaporized. She actually had to pull on it with a good deal of strength to pry its remains out of her hand, then used another bout of healing magic to restore her fingers to pristine condition. The steel shards that weren’t recognized as part of her body simply flaked off her digits and fell harmlessly to the ground.


    “Ugh… I think you need a bath more than I need a weapon.”


    However, rather than being upset at an item that wasn’t entirely his, Moss’s decided to address the smell of the burned cyclops flesh clinging to Fizzy’s frame.


    “Yeah, probably,” she agreed.


    “I’ll go get the oil and the blood solvent.”


    What followed was a solid 30 minutes of cleanup, during which the gnome lovingly cleaned and polished Fizzy’s frame until she absolutely sparkled. She had to admit, he was definitely showing improvement from the first time he tried to awkwardly clean her with that filthy rag and muddled water. In the meantime Drummir was going around collecting all the throwing knives and talismans that were used up in the fight. He also took it upon himself to find the cyclops’s lower jaw, which should serve to earn the group a bit of extra profit.


    Or rather, this was their only source of profit. They had come out to this abandoned quarry in the middle of nowhere without any Quests, for sole purpose of practicing their teamwork against the cyclopi. That female was actually their 4th kill, but it was by far the most grueling one. If it wasn’t for Fizzy’s rather insane idea paying off, they’d probably still be fighting it.


    The subsequent debriefing and post-battle analysis revealed that the factor that contributed most to that last battle’s high difficulty was their choice of opponent. Moss, who was in charge of scouting out potential targets, had picked a female without thinking too much of the consequences, and Fizzy had already engaged it by the time she realized the creature’s gender.


    Female monsters were almost always bigger and more ferocious than males, and cyclopi were no different, but the real problem stemmed from the fact that it was ‘not male.’ As such, the tried and tested ‘go for the dick’ strategy the golem learned from Hilda did not pan out. Objectively looking at it though, she was as much to blame for this unnecessary encounter as Moss. After all, she had rushed in blind before confirming the situation with her own eyes.


    “Still, I think we did good in the fight itself,” declared the now spotless Fizzy, “but we could have done much better. Moss, your throwing arm’s gotten much better over the last few days, but you lack experience and knowledge. First chance we get, you’re joining a proper guild and learning more about monster physiology and habits.”


    “Yeah, that’s probably for the best…” sighed the gnome.


    “As for Drummir -  you need to change that attitude of yours.”


    “What, me?”


    “Yes, you. You need to be more proactive rather than reactive. You also need to communicate more.”


    A Shaman’s Primal Spells were indeed powerful, but they often required certain circumstances to be met. Raging Bolt, for example, could only be used outdoors and only if there were any clouds in the sky.


    “Honestly,” she continued with a disappointed tone, “you shouldn’t need me to point out your magic is better suited to taking the initiative and augmenting your allies rather than waiting for some kind of chance to appear.”


    This wouldn’t be an issue if this country had mandatory adventurer training like the elves back in the Republic.


    “And how would you know anything about Shamans anyway?!” he snapped back due having his pride injured.


    “Because I was in a war, meatbag,” she shot back in a cold tone. “I’ve fought side-by-side with professional soldiers and veteran adventurers alike. I may not know the ins and outs of your Job, but I know how effective it can be if used right. And what you did back there was not using it right.”


    Drummir sighed and scratched the back of his head in defeat. True, he may have been almost Level 50, but realistically speaking he’d mostly fought by himself over the past year or so. He didn’t have the kind of combat experience Fizzy did, so he had no choice but to accept she probably knew what she was talking about.


    “Well, at least you respond quickly to orders, so there’s that,” added the golem.


    “Yeah… Alright, I’ll work on it,” he promised.


    “Good. Now, let’s get back to town. The mag-rail should arrive in about 3 hours.”


    On her word, the trio set off back to the capital of Gun Tarum on foot. After about 2 hours, they arrived back at the Mercenary Guild office. They cashed in the cyclops fangs for a bit of spending money, then went out to stock up on food, water, ammunition and other such things, including a few new daggers for Moss. It was all technically on Fizzy’s dime, but the money earned from this little outing had covered most of the expenses without too much difficulty.


    Once supplies were secured, they went to the mag-rail station and got on a different line from the one Fizzy and Moss took from Steelhead. This one was an express train headed straight north, which achieved speed much closer to what the golem had initially expected from the snake-like vehicle. It took them to their destination some 300 kilometers away in a little over two hours, so it was still late afternoon by the time Fizzy, Moss and Drummir had stepped off the train and exited out of the station.


    “Damn,” mumbled the dwarf. “I’d heard the stories, but actually seeing it…”


    “Dude. This is nothing like Steelhead,” exclaimed Moss.


    “Now this is more like it!” said Fizzy approvingly.


    The city they had arrived in bore the name of Dragunov. It had been named after the otherworlder that first discovered the Artificer Job over a century ago, and was nowadays referred to as the Tinkerer’s Holy Ground. In this place, technology had been allowed to develop unchecked and unrestrained over the last century, giving it a unique atmosphere that was impossible to find anywhere else on this world.


    Gnomish high-rise buildings were present, but it was difficult to say where one began and the other ended. They were all built extremely close to each other and connected through numerous sky bridges of gleaming metal. The exterior of almost every structure was adorned with its own set of impossibly large cogs that clicked and clanked as they moved to what was essentially the heartbeat of this city. At least half of those buildings looked to be factories that chugged along at peak efficiency while spewing out enough smoke to rival Gun Tarum’s Foundry District. Clock towers aplenty dotted the skyline, to the point where it was impossible to not be aware of the current time unless one walked with their eyes closed.


    The streets were no less bizarre or alien, as various automatons trotted up and down the road along a special lane that seemed to be reserved just for them. They looked to be some weird, skeletal-like golems at first glance, but they rattled, smoked and sparked way too much for a magical construct. A good number of them had foregone legs entirely, and moved around on large rubber wheels while their primitive engines roared loudly.


    There were regular old golems mixed in, too, but they didn’t stand out nearly as much as the autonomous machines created through the manic spark of Automata Artificers. Those clockwork dolls were much less flexible and broke down more often than golems, but the jobs they were designed to do were carried out with the sort of speed, efficiency and precision that a domestic golem could never achieve. Rather than one replacing the other, it had become the case where they both worked in harmony, filling in the other’s weaknesses.


    As for the people, they were more or less all gnomes. There were so many small heads with eccentric hair colors done up in buns, tails, spikes and mohawks, that Drummir seemed to stick out more than Fizzy did. Admittedly the foot traffic was rather light when compared to the capital, so the newly arrived trio had no difficulty making their way around.


    However, the ceaseless clamor of the mechanized lanes had begun to get on both Moss and Drummir’s nerves. It made the dwarven Shaman wish he was at least Level 60 for the sole purpose of having access to noise-cancellation magic. He briefly wondered how all those bloody gnomes could stand this infernal racket, but then he realized they all wore some sort of ear cuffs. There were some differences due to make and material, but they all covered the outside of the ear, looped around its base and connected to some sort of earplug inside the sensory organ itself.


    Realizing this was a common item with a very obvious purpose, Drummir began looking around frantically at the surrounding stores. Using his relatively high view point, he quickly spotted one that advertised a brand new model of something called an Acoustic Augmentation Apparatus. A few minutes, a short conversation and 90 GP later, he and Moss both had their triple-As on, and they finally felt relief wash over them. They could still talk to each other and register footsteps without much issue, but the war cries of industry around them were being flawlessly filtered out.


    As for Fizzy, she refused to put those things on. Being both an Artificer and a Metal Golem, meant that what meatbags perceived as a headache-inducing cacophony was like an orchestral symphony to her ears.


    “Say, angelface,” spoke up Drummir after he could finally hear himself think. “Where are we headed to exactly?”


    “See the biggest  tower over there in the distance?!” asked the golem in a slightly-too-loud voice.


    “What?”


    “The tower? The big square beige one?”


    She pointed at the structure in question, barely visible between the gaps in the buildings. Admittedly it was more of a spire than a tower as it had a very pointy roof, but it was definitely the only thing around that could be described as ‘big,’ ‘square’ and ‘beige.’ Or rather, it was hard to attach any other adjectives to it, except perhaps ‘pointy.’


    “That’s the headquarters of the Royal Institute of Technology,” she continued. “I want to drop in there to check on a few things before we head to the Vault.”


    “… What? Hold on.”


    Triple-As blocked out all noise generated by machinery and constructs, which unfortunately also included the mithril golem’s voice. He took one of the ear cuffs off, allowing Fizzy to finally make herself heard.


    “… Just shut up and follow me,” she growled before stomping off.


    However, the golem felt a bit insulted at the thought that she had been ‘filtered out’ and ended up getting mad at him instead.


    “Was it something I said?” muttered the dumbfounded dwarf.


    “She said we’re going to the Royal Institute of Technology,” butted in Moss from the rear of the line.


    “What, you could heard her?” asked Drummir while putting his earpiece back in.


    “For the most part. She’s in coming through a bit muffled, but I can understand her just fine.”


    “Weird, we got the same earplugs didn’t we?”


    “Yeah, I don’t really know,” admitted the gnome while scratching his nose. “I think it’s because of this arm. I mean, I hear a slight buzzing whenever I do this.”


    He waved his prosthetic hand past his left ear to demonstrate.


    “Come to think of it, the lady in the store did say the golem bits might cause some kind of interfishiness or something,” continued the gnome.


    “… You mean interference?”


    “Yeah. That.”


    “You wanna go back and get it fixed up or something?”


    “Nah, I’m good. To be honest, I kind of like this situation. It’s like I’m the only one around that can hear Fizzy!”


    Drummir rolled his eyes while mouthing out a silent ‘bloody gnomes.’ The two of them then picked up the pace to catch up with the somewhat pissed-off Fizzy. Thankfully it didn’t take long for the mithril golem to become enamored with her surroundings once more and forget about that awkward moment altogether. But as she walked along and took in all the sights and sounds, her eyes flashed across something that shouldn’t be there. Something that had absolutely no right to be there.


    Floating above the crowd of gnomes was a head of crimson hair, topped by a pair of fluffy triangular ears and attached to the body of a young woman with light brown skin. It was the sort of appearance that desperately begged to be noticed, so there was no way she would fail to do so. Fizzy had just enough time to register the existence of a slender red tail poking out from her backside when the woman suddenly disappeared around a corner.


    The golem suddenly ran out while screaming Boxxy’s name. Plus, Moss and Drummir called out to her, but she didn’t even hear their voices as she ploughed through the crowd. She pushed people aside or knocked them over haphazardly until she arrived at the corner in question, but the catgirl she saw was nowhere to be found.


    It was an odd cocktail of emotions she was experiencing at that moment. One that began with newfound joy and hope, which were immediately crushed into stinging disappointment, followed closely by self-doubt. This was the first time since her rebirth that she seriously questioned whether she had gone mad.


    “There’s no way that was Keira, you know,” advised her alter ego. “It’s just someone who looks like her. Him. It. Y-you get the point.”


    “…”


    “Yo, Fizzy!” screamed Moss as he caught up. “You alright?!”


    “… No, Moss,” she answered after hesitating for a bit. “I’m not alright. I don’t think I’ll ever truly be ‘alright,’ but I’ve made peace with that fact. Just like how I need to make peace with another.”


    “You good, angelface?” called out Drummir.


    The dwarf was trailing behind Moss because he stopped to help the people Fizzy had knocked over. Thankfully the pedestrians had bought the ‘unfortunately malfunctioning golem’ excuse he pulled out of his ass and moved on with their lives, so it didn’t seem like there would be any problems.


    “Change of plans,” declared Fizzy. “Forget the Ritz for now, I have something I need to do. You two get a room at the local Mercenary Guild and get some rest. I’ll be back by sunrise.”


    “… Whatever you say Fizzy,” said Moss. “Come on, Drummir, she says she needs some alone time.”


    The golem parted ways with the other two and headed out into the city on her own. Fizzy walked down the street while looking all over the place, except the atmosphere around her was different from before. Rather than a tourist on a sightseeing trip, she was more like a woman on a mission. At some point she decided to stop wandering around aimlessly and stopped to ask some street vendors for directions. It was an act that was a bit more frustrating than it had to be since they too were wearing triple-As and couldn’t hear her when she spoke. Still, she eventually managed to find the place she was looking for and went inside.


    She left that sculptor’s studio after about three hours and made her way towards the edge of town. It was already night when by the time she passed through the mechanical city gates and went into the surrounding wilderness. She walked tirelessly through the night, until she reached the tall grassy hill she had spotted through the mag-rail window on her way here. She climbed up to the top and soaked in the view around her.


    The lit up city of Dragunov could be seen a few kilometers away in the distance, which stood out like a sore thumb against the surrounding sea of darkness. Well, relative darkness. Tonight just so happened to be the night of a Lunar Convergence, meaning that all three of the world’s moons shone in the sky at once. Fizzy was rather thankful for the additional illumination, as she would have probably gotten lost without it.


    Those were hardly the only celestial bodies visible in the sky, though, as countless stars twinkled across unimaginable distances. The golem chuckled to herself as she stared heavenward.


    “Boxxy did say several times it wanted to pluck those shinies out of the sky, didn’t it?” she mused idly.


    Fizzy would have gladly given them to it if she could, but she couldn’t. In fact, the things she could do seemed to be rather limited, especially when compared to that incredibly crafty monster. Even what she was doing right now was somewhat pathetic, but it was the best she could do under her circumstances.


    The golem reached into her Bag of Holding and pulled out a stone slab, one that was wider than it was taller and plenty thick, too. She dug out some of the dirt with her bare hand and stuck the stone slab in it, then filled up the hole so it would stand upright. This sole marble headstone atop the small hill looked incredibly lonely, but then again, that was more or less the point. Some vandals would eventually show up and knock it down, maybe even try and dig up the body, but Fizzy couldn’t worry about that right now. Besides, the joke would be on them, because there was no body to be found.


    Still, she felt it inappropriate to leave nothing behind at all, so she reached back into the Bag of Holding and pulled out a mithril plate - a ‘bandage’ she got from Malcolm. She dug up some of the dirt in front of the headstone and buried the metal sheet. Boxxy would probably scold her for wasting shiny things on a pointless ritual, but it lost the right to criticize her when it got itself killed off and left her behind.


    The golem knelt in front the headstone, closed her eyes and put her hands together in prayer. She offered one to Mortimer, as was customary, and then one to Nigel, because it wouldn’t be fair to leave him out. She also threw a quick ‘fuck you’ to Teresa for no particular reason. After about 15 minutes of this, she opened her eyes, leaned forward, and solemnly placed a hand on the headstone.


    “Well, this is it, I guess,” she muttered to herself. “It’s funny, really. Back when we were on the run, all I could dream about was a moment like this. Admittedly the scene in my imagination contained a lot more laughing on my part and a lot more of your pieces strewn about, but I gotta take what I can get, right?”


    The golem chuckled humorlessly to herself for a moment as her face naturally adopted a sad smile.


    “You taught me that. You showed me a way to live without letting others trample all over me. Sure, it involves trampling over them first, but that’s just how the world truly works. I know that now, because you taught me that too. And truthfully, although it had been a really bumpy ride, I can honestly say I enjoyed the hell out of it while it lasted. I just expected it would last forever, you know? But I guess naive thoughts like that simply go to show how much more I have yet to learn.”


    Fizzy scooted closer to the memorial while still on her knees and pressed her shiny forehead against the smooth stone surface.


    “I won’t forgive you for what happened back then,” she whispered softly, “because there is nothing to forgive. That was simply how things played out, how the dice rolled and how the coin toss landed. Only an idiot would curse mortals for the whims of fate, and the monster you raised is no idiot. That’s why, I will instead say the words I wish I could’ve said to you directly.”


    She then placed her metal lips on the vaguely chest-shaped headstone, right on the ‘M’ of the etching that read ‘Boxxy T. Morningwood.’


    “Thank you, and goodbye.”
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    Fizzy walked aimlessly through the constantly clanking streets of Dragunov until morning came about. The clockwork heartbeat of the city during the night had a different, more calming feel to it than the one she heard during the day. It was almost like some sort of lullaby, only instead of making her sleepy it helped put her thoughts in order and mind at ease. Catching a glimpse of what looked like Keira earlier had shaken her up quite a bit, and her own reaction had caught her off guard.


    Being a mostly logical being, she had thought that the fleeting phantasm had been her subconscious telling her she really did want to see Boxxy again. That was partly why she held that improvised burial and ad-libbed eulogy last night - so that she could deal with that un-tasty feeling. And judging from how uncharacteristically emotional she got during the ‘ceremony,’ she realized she did indeed miss it more than she cared to admit.


    Still, she felt like she’d done the right thing. The modest wake she performed had quieted that troublesome enlightened part of her mind, and she felt like she could face the new day with renewed vigor. She had faced her issues head on rather than running from them, and as such would never have to worry about seeing catgirl-shaped ghosts out of the corner of her eye and making a fool of herself in public.


    Except that she’d failed to consider one very likely possibility - that the red-haired catgirl she saw yesterday was very much real.


    “Big sis! Big sis! Check it out! It’s the shiny lady I saw last night!”


    A cat-eared beastkin about 12 or 13 years of age was currently bouncing excitedly while pointing at Fizzy, who had covered her face with her palms out of frustration. She was without a doubt the ‘ghost’ that had thrown Fizzy for a loop. The young girl’s crimson hair, pointy ears and fluffy tail were so similar to Keira’s that it was criminal. And to make matters worse, she wasn’t the only one that had those features.


    “Wow! I’ve never seen a golem as fancy as this!” remarked her older sister. “Look, sweetie! Pretty golem!”


    The bundled up baby in her arms, presumably her daughter, giggled happy when she saw the morning sunlight dance off of Fizzy’s head.


    “What are you girls doing down there?!”


    A nearby window opened up and another red-haired catgirl - or rather catwoman - poked her head out.


    “Look, mom!” shouted the older sister. “It’s mithril! Real mithril!”


    “Ohh! How pretty! Hold on, let me get your aunt!”


    “Oh for Harvey’s sake!” shouted the golem in frustration. “Just how many of you airheaded meatbags are there?!”


    The beastkin family stared at her dumbly for a second before bursting out into a joyful laughter, which only seemed to irritate her even more. She couldn’t believe she got so emotional over these cheap knockoffs. Sure, the hair was the same as Keira, but that was where the similarities ended. Their eye colors, pale skin tone and apparent ages were all over the place, so Fizzy felt ashamed for having confused them for the original. Well, not that there was an ‘original’ Keira to begin with, but the golem still had the distinct impression she had somehow been cheated.


    As for how she even found them in the first place, the answer to that question could be found within the notification that had been floating around in her mind since a while ago.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
A special action has been performed. LCK +1.


            
          


        

      


    


    She just happened to be passing in front of their apartment building by pure coincidence on this crisp, sunny morning.


    “I think we should leave before we get dragged into something stupid,” suggested Plus, and Fizzy readily agreed.


    The mithril golem turned on her heel and practically ran away from the beastkin family that was still in stitches for some reason. They called out to her, but she ignored them vehemently as she moved towards the Dragunov branch of the Mercenary Guild. When she approached the building, she saw Moss and Drummir were already waiting for her in front, in full gear and raring to go.


    “Heya Fizzy!” said the gnome with a wave of his prosthetic hand.


    “Morning, angelface,” chimed in the dwarf. “What’s with the sour look? Someone leave their oily handprints on you or something?”


    “No, I just ran into something incredibly stupid on the way here. Let’s just get this next bit over with and be on our way.”


    The trio departed from the wooden building and resumed their trek towards the Royal Institute of Technology, or ‘the Ritz’ for short. Thankfully the Mercenary Guild branch office was pretty close to their destination, so they found themselves standing in front of the campus grounds within minutes.


    Rather than a single large building, the Ritz was comprised over a total of 4 structures with a long metal fence marking the triangular boundaries of the campus. Fizzy and company walked through the huge open gates and down the stone path towards the administrative building directly in front of them. It was a three-story mansion-like building somewhat reminiscent of the Central Consortium back in Azurvale which contained nothing but offices and lecture halls.


    Off in the distance to the left stood an 8 floor apartment building, while over on the right was a gigantic factory that was just as large. The former likely served as dorms and personal quarters and the latter presumably contained the various labs and workshops where the Ritz did all of its research and development. The wide open space between these buildings had been populated with park-likes areas filled with flowerbeds, grass, trees, shrubs, benches, statues, and other such relaxing imagery.


    And right smack in the middle of all three buildings stood the tallest structure in the entire continent, possibly even the world. It was a beige-colored spire of concrete, steel, copper and zinc that stood at a mind-boggling height of 113 meters. It was in the shape of a cone with concave walls, which had a diameter of 41 meters at its base. The structure had no doors, windows, stairs, ladders, or indeed anything that all that might suggest open access. Its outer walls were dotted with various pipes and vents that occasionally spewed out steam, as well as hundreds of blinking lights that periodically flashed in varying colors.


    The reason for this weird appearance and the total lack of any entry point was because this mountain of metal was a machine known as the Regulator. As long as this behemoth chugged along, everyone within a 40 kilometer radius of it would enjoy pleasant weather and temperate climate all year round.


    The one who had built this thing was Ekaterina Dragunova, the human otherworlder who had the honor of being hailed as the Original Artificer. She was an unrivaled genius who had been ahead of her time by at least 600 years, so the Artificers of today were still trying to play catch-up to her designs and theories. Some parallels between her and the great elven sage Tol-Saroth could be drawn, but there were some staggering differences as well, especially regarding their legacies.


    When Tol-Saroth died over four centuries ago, he toppled a millennia-old nation and unleashed a new species of monster upon the world. In contrast to that, when Dragunova retired from the public eye some nine decades ago, all she did was disappear quietly with her mechanical servants in tow. In fact, her departure had been so silent that the Horkensaft Kingdom didn’t realize she was gone until three months after her last appearance. Having no relatives or beneficiaries, her sizable estate was eventually seized by the state and transformed into the Ritz of today. The Regulator, which was her last and arguably greatest creation, had been regarded as something of a monument ever since.


    However, the reason why Fizzy had shown up here had nothing to do with that weather-altering device.


    She calmly entered the Ritz administrative building with Moss and Drummir close behind, then walked up to a receptionist that seemed to be free. He was a handsome-looking gnome with short black hair and a goatee, and he was wearing a crisp-looking suit that gave him a thoroughly business like atmosphere. His blue eyes fell on the golem when he noticed her approach, but he averted his gaze and looked at the green-haired gnome with the prosthetic hand.


    “I’m sorry, sir, but could you please have your domestic golem step away from the counter?”


    He spoke to Moss in a polite and understanding matter, but he had unwittingly committed the grave sin of ignoring Fizzy.


    “Now listen here, meatbag! I’m not like those brainless dolls you see on the street!”


    Needless to say, she wasn’t too pleased about that.


    “I mean, seriously?! This is pure gods-damned mithril!” she complained while tapping the side of her head. “Are you blind or something?!”


    “I, uh… I’m, uh, sorry?”


    The flabbergasted gnome mumbled something of an apology as he tried to process this sudden development. He had heard golems speak before, but they always had dull monotones and lacked any sort of inflection. Yet this one clearly sounded pissed off, which was not a good sign to say the least.


    “Ah, sorry about that, mate,” said Drummir, cutting in between the two. “It’s a long story, but angelface here was originally a flesh-and-blood gnome, much like yourself. I know it’s weird, but please try to treat her like a normal person.”


    “Oh. I see. So that’s how it was.”


    The receptionist was nodding his head as if he understood, but in reality he was still coming to grips with the bizarre situation. It wasn’t like a sentient golem or piece of automata was a foreign concept to him, but up until that moment he had assumed it was limited strictly to works of fiction. Then again, stranger things have happened at the Ritz, so he decided to take the dwarf’s words at face value, then turned back towards the irate golem and bowed his head a sincere manner.


    “I apologize for my behavior, madam. It may have been out of ignorance, but I’ve still done something horribly rude. Please forgive me, I meant no offense.”


    “Wow, this guy really knows how to brown-nose, doesn’t he?” remarked Plus with a hint of admiration in her voice, and Fizzy had to silently agree.


    “Hmpf. Alright, I’ll let you off the hook this time.”


    Moss and Drummir gave off relieved smiles while the clerk did his best to maintain his disarming business smile.


    “So, what can I help you with today, miss?”


    “I’m here to inquire about becoming an associate professor at the Royal Institute of Technology,” stated the golem. “What sort of qualifications do I need to meet before anyone will give my application the light of day?”


    “Well, madam, first and most importantly of all, you need to either be a graduate of this establishment, or be a Level 50 Artificer with your own specialization. This is to ensure you possess the bare minimum of technical skill and theoretical knowledge for the position.”


    The gnome began relaying all the relevant information without skipping a beat. He already knew all of this by heart since it was one of the most asked questions around here. That was how he was able to sound it out flawlessly without letting his ongoing confusion show on his face.


    “The other major requirement is to have a full-fledged member of the Institute vouch for you. There’s some minor stuff too, but these two are the most important. If you can’t fill either of these criteria, then your chances at securing tenure here are practically nil.”


    Having heard the man out, Fizzy momentarily fell into thought. The first part of that was she already had covered. In fact, she was practically overqualified on that front. The second one was going to be a problem, though. If it was her old self, all she’d need to do was name-drop her clan and people would be lining up to vouch for her, regardless of whether her branch of the family was exiled or not.


    However, that weak, pathetic creature was no more. The current Fizzy wanted to be judged by her own merits, rather than the accomplishments of her forefathers. That was one of the two main reasons why she had her name changed in the first place. The other was the inverse of that - she didn’t want her personal achievements to be attributed to that clan that had done nothing for her except indirectly ruin her life. What she would do in the future was to be hers and hers alone, regardless of what consequences came about from her actions.


    Ultimately, the biggest problem with that referral was that the golem was more or less a nobody right now. It didn’t matter how shiny or talented she was, it was hard to imagine that any of the professors around here would allow an unknown variable like her into their little club. On the other hand, if she built up enough fame and goodwill, they would practically be begging her to join in an effort to leech off of her reputation. Meatbags that pursued political power were all the same, and Fizzy’s monstrous teacher had already shown her how to take advantage of their egos.


    “I see, thank you for the information,” she said with a sweet smile.


    “No problem, madam. Is there anything else I can do for you?”


    “Yeah. Is the standing bounty regarding the Vault Beneath the Mountain still unclaimed?”


    The gnome behind the counter raised an eyebrow, but didn’t say anything. Meeting adventurers willing try their hand at breaching that place after all these years was extremely rare, but it was hardly the strangest thing that had happened to him that morning.


    “It is,” he confirmed. “Are you perhaps thinking of challenging it.”


    “Indeed I am.”


    “Then you need to purchase a Vault permit. One per person.”


    The golem knitted her brows together in frustration, but gave up on complaining with a breathless sigh. She really should have expected this sort of setup, considering which country she was in.


    “Fine, I’ll take three.”


    Fizzy, Moss, and Drummir coughed up 80 GP apiece, then filled out and signed some forms and documents. They mostly consisted of the Ritz covering their asses in case the would-be vault crackers suffered injury or death. Oddly enough, there was also a clause absolving the Institute of blame should a roaming pack of dancers assail anyone in the group on their way over to the site.


    The receptionist guided them through the process with a polite smile, up until he saw Moss’s real name and let out a small giggle. He apologized immediately and handed each of them identical-looking brass plates. They were thin, rectangular, no bigger than their palms, and had some sort of serial number etched into each of them. It would appear they’d need to show this to the guards outside the Vault in order to be allowed near it.


    Having obtained their permits, Fizzy and her party departed the administrative building and headed out of town. The ‘Vault Beneath the Mountain’ was a very literal name, and the mountain in question was some 20 kilometers due north of Dragunov. It was a rocky, inhospitable place called Whitecap Mountain, named after the continuous snowstorms that swirled around its summit.


    That localized weather was hardly a natural phenomenon, however. Not only was the mountain not nearly tall enough to warrant that sort of frigid climate, but it was also well within range of Dragunov’s Regulator. The reason for that permanent whiteout was actually the high-tier dungeon that rested on the mountain’s peak, known as the Palace of the Crystal Maiden. It was filled to the brim with murderous monsters, deadly traps, and alluring treasures, just as one might expect from such a place.


    Fizzy had a passing interest in that place since, judging from what Moss had gathered about it last night, it had a lot of similarities to the Spire of the Jade King. This meant that there was a high possibility of finding more pieces of the Forsaken Sentinel set that her left hand belonged to. Unfortunately, the Palace was an ice-themed dungeon, which meant that any and all threats within would be able to take advantage of her Bane. She briefly considered using Engine of Destruction to counteract the paralyzing frost and have Plus constantly heal her, but there was another, much more pressing problem.


    The Palace of the Crystal Maiden was way out of her league, even if it wasn’t for her elemental weakness. Apparently the local Mercenary Guild have given the place a five-star difficulty rating, which meant that it would take a party of several Level 75 or higher adventurers to stand a chance at conquering it. Suffice it to say Fizzy’s group of three did not fit that description in the slightest.


    Therefore, rather than throw her life away on some pointless treasure hunt, the golem resolutely moved towards her original destination. She and her two tag-alongs were making relatively good time, as they had started climbing the relatively short mountain shortly before noon. They were walking along an old, winding path that snaked around the uneven terrain. The trail seemed to be well used despite it being just a dirt path, so there was no risk of them getting lost.


    The only real danger to be found around these parts was being being attacked by kobolds. Those gnome-sized humanoid monsters looked like someone had slapped lizard heads, soft scales, and long tails on a bunch of goblins. Kobolds shared a lot of traits with those green-skinned vermin, most notable of which was their hunting pattern. They were pathetically weak individually, so they had to rely on ambushing people with superior numbers in order to win. It seemed like a crude and basic strategy, but it could be scarily effective against those who wandered the wilderness unprepared.


    Nevertheless, these vile creatures stood no chance against Fizzy and her group. Packs of roaming kobolds were barely even a threat compared to something like taking down an enraged adult cyclops. The golem still kept a sharp eye on her surroundings just in case, eagerly anticipating a good, old-fashioned throw-down. She had accumulated a bit of stress that morning and wanted to work through it the only way she knew how - with copious amounts of violence. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem like she’d get the chance, as there didn’t seem to be any misguided meatbags that wanted to test her mettle against a fine-tuned murder machine like herself.


    She’d almost be flattered if she wasn’t in danger of being bored to death.


    “Uh, Fizzy? You got a minute?”


    Yet despite them traveling along in a leisurely manner, Drummir had suddenly called out to her in a worried tone of voice. The golem that was at the front of the line stopped in her tracks and looked over her shoulder with a somewhat expectant face.


    “What?! Is it the enemy?!”


    “Nah, nothing like that. I just have a really bad feeling about this place,” he said while looking around nervously.


    “Define ‘bad feeling.’”


    “It’s hard to describe, but this mountain gives me the creeps. It’s… unnatural, I guess you could call it.”


    Shamans, much like Druids and Monster Tamers, were very much in tune with their environment, and the surrounding scenery had been bugging the dwarf for over an hour now. He ignored this weird sensation at first, but it had been steadily growing stronger with every step he took, so he decided he should be more ‘proactive’ and tell Fizzy about his concerns.


    “I mean, have you even noticed that there are no plants anywhere in sight?” he pointed out.


    “I have. So what of it?”


    “Doesn’t it strike you as odd?”


    “Why would it? I mean it’s going to be pretty difficult for anything to grow under these conditions.”


    The terrain around them was predominantly populated by large stones and rocks that were bleached white from sun. The sandy dirt in between them was a rust-like color, giving the scenery a look and feel that was much like that of an arid wasteland rather than a mountain.


    “Life always finds a way, though,” argued the dwarf. “I wouldn’t expect to see any trees or shrubs or anything like that, but there should be some patches of grass or the odd weed every now and then. Yet there’s nothing at all out here. Not even things that grow everywhere, like lichens and moss!”


    “Huh? What?”


    Having suddenly heard his nickname, Moss looked up dumbly from his spot. His stamina wasn’t as well developed as Drummir’s or near-infinite like Fizzy’s, so he was easily the most tired of the three. He had taken advantage of the party suddenly stopping to sit down on a nearby rock and take a short break. He had been so focused on catching his breath that he wasn’t really keeping track of the conversation.


    “Not you, kid. I mean actual moss. Even the pitch-black volcanic rocks of Gun Tarum have it. Protip by the way - that stuff works great as a hangover cure. Anyway, my point is this place is not right. It’s far too dead.”


    “Dead-dead or undead-dead?” asked Fizzy with a raised eyebrow.


    “Nah, there’s no Blight involved if that’s what you’re asking about.”


    The undead plague was a disease that poisoned everything it touched, so there was no way a Job with high Natural Affinity (AFF) would fail to notice something like that. It gave off a very distinct sensation of rotting and erosion, much too different from what Drummir was experiencing right now. Then again, Fizzy should have been able to sense it as well since she was a Paladin, but it was good to confirm this sort of thing ahead of time.


    “Then there’s nothing to worry about, is there?” declared the golem.


    “And how’d you figure that?”


    “Because the state of this land seems to be common knowledge. The papers we signed warned us nature-attuned Jobs might experience discomfort out here, right?”


    “… Did they? I, uh, must have skimmed over that part.”


    “Besides,” she continued, “we’re hardly the first ones to pass through here, nor will we be the last. Men and women of a much higher Level than you or me have taken this path to reach the Vault, so if there was something sinister afoot then surely they would’ve taken care of it.”


    “Okay, okay, I get it already,” said the dwarf while scratching his head. “Come to think of it though, if those people were all so great, then how come that place is still shut up tight after so many years?”


    It wasn’t hard to imagine that hundreds of powerful people had tried to get into that place over the decades. Yet whether it be through might, magic, cunning, ingenuity or any combination of those things, nothing had even come close to succeeding. Even Heroes and Ultimate Skill users had been denied entry by what was now rumored to be the most secure location in the world.


    “If all those VIPs failed,” continued Drummir, “then what chance do we have?”


    It was a widespread sentiment that, when combined with the vault-cracking fee the Ritz had imposed, had discouraged all but the most desperate and/or foolish from challenging it.


    “Mmmm, I’m not entirely sure, either,” admitted Fizzy. “I’ll let you know when we actually get there.”


    “So you just came out here without knowing anything?!”


    “Not really. I may not have been there personally, but I’ve heard a lot about it. Did you know it’s the final resting place of the Original Artificer?”


    “Huh. No, I did not know that,” said the dwarf.


    “Why’s it called a vault then?” chimed in Moss from the side. “Shouldn’t it be a tomb?”


    “Normally it would be, but it’s supposed to contain the Original Artificer’s final gift to the world, along with her entire mechanized legacy. She’d left behind a bunch of clues and hints before she vanished, which led people to discovering the place. They had also unearthed the key to it along the way, but despite it fitting perfectly into the keyhole, the Vault remained shut tight.”


    “They sure they got the right key?” asked the young gnome.


    “Well, they say the key was over 2 meters long and weighed hundreds of kilograms. I don’t imagine there’s too many of those laying around.”


    “Then why didn’t it open?”


    “Well, legend says the Vault will only open for the chosen one destined to inherit Dragunova’s otherworldly legacy.”


    It was a story Fizzy had read many times as a child through an old book her family had. The leather-bound tome spoke at length about the adventures of the Vault Hunters, though how much of the tale was actually true remained to be seen.


    “Oh come off it, angelface!” complained Drummir. “Don’t tell me you buy into that prophecy crap!”


    “Of course I don’t, Drummir. Trust me, if anyone knows just how uncertain the future truly is, it’s Caleb. And as Her faithful Champion, it would be unbecoming if I allow that sort of baseless superstition to cloud my judgement.”


    “Alright, fair enough. Then why is the Vault not opening?”


    “Because the lock’s busted.”


    Or at least that was the general consensus within the Artificer community, according to Fizzy’s late father.


    “Uh-huh. And you’re going to open it… how, exactly?”


    “By fixing it, of course.”


    It was a simple, straightforward answer, stated as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.


    “Right! Just fix it!” shouted the dwarf while throwing his hands up. “I’m sure nobody has ever thought of that before!”


    “Oh!” exclaimed Moss. “You mean like how you fixed that old pump back in Steelhead?!”


    “Yup. Exactly like that,” confirmed Fizzy with a nod.


    “Pump? What?”


    “Fizzy can heal metal, uncle Drum,” he explained. “Like, one Spell from her made the rusty piece of shit water pump behind my old house turn brand new. I’ve never seen anything like it.”


    “And since the Vault’s doors are known to be completely metal, it stands to reason I can heal the lock, too,” added the golem.


    “Well that just seems like cheating to be honest,” said the dwarf with a defeated sigh. “And thought I told you to stop calling me ‘uncle,’ ya little shit! I’m nowhere near that old!”


    “That’s what all deadbeat uncles say, though.”


    “Why you snot-nosed-!”


    “If you two idiots have enough energy to argue,” interrupted Fizzy, “then how about you put it towards walking?”


    The trio continued on their way after that brief bout of scolding. They kept trekking along the beaten path, following the uneven terrain as they got closer and closer to the Vault without much incident. Fizzy spotted a few kobold scouts poking their snake-like heads from around rocks and boulders, but none of them seemed confident or stupid enough to assault her group. Even though they were idiots, that only meant they were more in-tune with their monstrous instincts. The scaly vermin were able to instantly recognize that the gap between them and the shiny golem was unsurmountable, so they kept their distance.


    As such, the group was able to proceed along the mountain path uninterrupted until they finally arrived. Standing atop a particularly steep hill, they were able to see a gigantic sheer cliff loom overhead a few hundred meters away. Its surface was bare and surprisingly smooth, making it seem like someone had sliced the mountainside up and taken a piece of it, almost as if it were a cake of some kind.


    At the bottom of said cliff lay a trio of gray castle-like walls arranged in the shape of half a hexagon that was attached to the rock wall. Despite being easily 20 meters tall, the entrance to a huge cavern could still be seen poking out above them. Surrounding the dwarven fortification was what appeared to be a hamlet or a small village at first glance. However, considering the orderly fashion of the buildings, the secondary and much smaller wall that ran around the outside and the watchtowers around it made it clear it was no mere settlement.


    It was a military base. One that the government used to maintain a constant vigil over the Vault. It made sense that they’d want to keep the site of a national treasure secure, but something about it struck Fizzy as odd. She wasn’t an expert on siege warfare or anything like that, but she had participated in two of them during the war. This had given her some minimal amount of insight into what made up a good defensive line and how to best make use of a fortified position.


    And in her eyes, this base didn’t seem like it was made to keep people out.


    But rather, to keep something in.
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    A dwarf was clad head-to-toe in pitch-black armor that seemed to soak up the light of the midday sun. It was a splendid full-plate set of armor similar to the other five dwarves around him, except that it had blade-like decorations that ran along the crests of his shoulder pads and helmet. A more observant individual would then notice that they were not mere ornaments, but were more akin to actual war axe edges that were affixed to the armor. His helmet’s visor had been pulled up, putting the dwarf’s magnificent ginger moustache on full display. That wasn’t why it was opened up though, but rather to let his beady black eyes get a better view of the three metal slabs in his armored hand.


    “Vault-crackers, eh?” he remarked as he looked up. “Been awhile since we seen any of yer gullible lot ‘round here.”


    Fizzy returned his snide remark with a pleasant smile and a tilt of her head.


    “You know what they say - there’s a sucker born every minute.”


    “If ye say so, lass. C’mon, let’s get ye inside.”


    With a nod of his head and a wave of his arm, the outer wall’s gates swung open and he escorted the golem and her two companions into the military base. He introduced himself as one Lieutenant Highstone, and the group gave him their names in return. Drummir then realized that dozens upon dozens of dwarves were poking their heads out of the surrounding buildings and tents as the four of them walked along the dusty path towards the inner rampart.


    “Say chief, what’s with all your lads?” he asked with a side-nod.


    “Ah, don’t mind ‘em. Y’see, there ain’t nothin’ to do on this bloody rock but fightin’ kobolds and beatin’ the shit out of each other. It’s honestly just a dead end post where the top brass send grunts they don’t like.”


    “You refused to play their games, huh?”


    “Ugh, don’t get me started. Point is, yer comin’ here’s like a breath of fresh air, so don’t be too hard on the lads if they seem rude, yeah?”


    “So that’s how it was. Still, they’re staring kinda extra hard at us, aren’t they?”


    It was much more intense than simple interest. They were almost like a pack of starving wolves glaring at a herd of passing sheep that hat unwittingly stumbled into their territory.


    “Well, duh. Anyone would stare if ye bring a fine piece of ass like that shiny missy along. Ah, no offense, lass.”


    “It’s fine, it’s fine,” said Fizzy dismissively. “It’s not like you said anything untrue.”


    “Hahahaha!” laughed the guard at the front. “Whatever ye say, lass!”


    “Call me ‘lass’ one more time,” she said in a cold monotone, “and I’m going to shove my arm so far up your ass that I’ll grab your beating heart and make you shit it out.”


    “Bahahaha! Yer a feisty one ain’tcha?!”


    The dwarven soldier may have thought she was joking, but both Drummir and Moss swallowed nervously. They knew just how serious Fizzy had actually been with that threat. She often began saying things she wouldn’t dare utter normally whenever she was getting copious amounts of attention like this. Those outbursts, however, weren’t something innocent like her getting intoxicated from all the attention and spouting nonsense. Rather, it felt more like the case where her true self was starting to show.


    “S-sir,” interjected Moss in an effort to diffuse the situation. “Could you please address miss Fizzy appropriately? She gets really angry when she isn’t shown the proper respect.”


    “Aye, I figured she’d be the high-and-mighty type, what with that fancy frame of hers,” said the soldier without looking back. “Ye fellas some capital big-shots or somethin’?”


    “You could say that,” chimed in Drummir.


    “Figured as much. I’ve seen lotsa golems in my day, but your pal Fizzy makes them look like walking piles of junk. She’s also better than anythin’ those butter-fingered crackpots in town could come up with. Heck, I doubt any mortal man would be able to forge an intricate frame like that. And that’s without even considerin’ the whole ‘sentient golem’ thing.”


    As a Paladin in service to Goroth, it was only natural that Highstone would admire the mithril golem’s near-flawless construction that put even masterful statues to shame. Fizzy really didn’t care for his attitude, though. Having him talking about her like she wasn’t even there irked her somewhat, but the fact that he was praising her so sincerely made it impossible for her to stay mad at him. Seeing her visibly relax made the other two breathe a small sigh of relief.


    “So how you fellas planning on playing this thing out?” he asked in a more serious tone.


    “I’m going to try to repair the vault lock,” stated Fizzy.


    “Ah, yer gonna try to be clever about it. That’s good. The last guys that came through here two years ago? They tried to punch a hole through it usin’ some fancy new explosive jelly they came up, despite me tryin’ to warn them not to do that.”


    “Why? What happened?”


    “They made huge racket that left a sizable dent in the door and even melted a good part of it.”


    The dwarf looked over his shoulder for the first time during the walk.


    “Then the Vault’s defenses came online.”


    “D-defenses?!” stuttered Moss. “You mean the door fights back?!”


    “Yep. These turtle-lookin’ things pop outta the floor and ceiling and pump anythin’ within 20 meters of the door full of lead.”


    The Lieutenant reached under his helmet and pulled out a necklace of some kind. It was a fine chain made of silver, which had been hooped through a trio of metallic cylinders. They had a copper-like sheen, a length of just under 15 centimeters, were pointed on one end and flat on the other. The shape was actually somewhat reminiscent of an Ice Spike or a spear head, though on a much smaller scale.


    “Don’t matter how tough ye think ye are, the Vault’ll shower you with these things until you either back off or stop movin’ altogether.”


    Moss audibly swallowed. Even a newbie adventurer like him was able to tell how devastating a weapon like that would be. He also shuddered to think who it was that ‘caught’ those three projectiles in particular.


    “Wh-what about the dent they made?” he asked nervously.


    “Not even a scratch is left of it now,” said the dwarf while putting away his grim souvenir. “See, these tiny metal spiders come out of nowhere and start repairin’ the door’s outer shell every time it gets damaged. And since those watchdogs put holes in anyone that tries to get close… Well, we have no choice but to let them do as they please.”


    “Couldn’t you just siege the place with human wave tactics?” asked Fizzy casually.


    “Nope. Numbers won’t mean shit in that tiny corridor, so we’d just be throwin’ our lives away if we tried and pulled somethin’ stupid like that. Fortresses ain’t got shit on that bloody door, let me tell ya.”


    The golem was starting to understand why the Vault Beneath the Mountain had remained sealed for so long. Ekaterina Dragunova was supposedly an Automata Artificer, so she could’ve set up any number of automated defenses. There were likely factories built into the Vault itself that produced all the ammunition and automata the place would need. Raw material also wouldn’t be a problem if she set up mechanical worker drones that could harvest fuel and metal from the depths of the earth.


    Such complicated tasks were way above the automata of today, of course, but her technology was supposedly centuries ahead of her time, so it was definitely possible. The gigantic castle walls surrounding the entrance also began to make sense. No matter how much some people wanted to sugar-coat it, the Artificer Job was one that produced an overwhelming number of weapons. Therefore, it stood to reason that anyone with two bolts to rub together would be afraid of what sort of weapon might pop out of that Vault.


    Now that she was practically right next to those fortifications, however, Fizzy suddenly realized something else entirely.


    “How are we supposed to get on the other side of those?”


    Forget things like gates or a portcullis - there weren’t even windows or ladders anywhere on that massive wall.


    “We’ll be floatin’ ye over the top with a bunch of Wizards,” explained Lieutenant Highstone. “That’s partly why we gotta charge folks for each try, y’see.”


    He then leaned back and spoke in a much quieter tone of voice.


    “Otherwise them bathrobe-wearing twinkle-fingers get real uppity and start claimin’ we don’t appreciate ‘em.”


    “Sounds like every girlfriend I’ve ever had.”


    The soldier in front chuckled at Drummir’s remark as the group made their way up to the base’s headquarters. It was a relatively small stone keep about 7 meters high, which was built right next to the inner wall. He made them wait outside for a few minutes while he went to fetch the relevant people, and had five of them following him when he came out. Judging by the gray hooded robes they were wearing, three of them were the gnomish Wizards that were going to take them over the wall, while the other two were regular foot soldiers.


    However, Fizzy was far more interested in what the latter were carrying on their shoulders. It was a brass key that didn’t look particularly remarkable, aside from being easily over 2 meters long. Anyone could also tell it was extremely old with just a glance, as it was covered with a countless number of scratches and dents from being manhandled over the decades. It was unquestionably the key to the Vault, though its sudden appearance had caught her off guard. True, she did openly state she’d be attempting to fix the lock, but she wasn’t expecting them to bring that thing out right away.


    This was hardly an unwelcome opportunity, though.


    “Uhm, excuse me, but can I hold that key for a little bit?”


    “No can do, lass,” said the guard that’d been escorting them for a while. “It’s the only one we have and we can’t risk it being damaged. I dunno what sort of grip a mithril golem has, but I’m not keen to find out.”


    “I see. Just touching it with a finger should be fine then, right?”


    “Uh…”


    The dwarf scratched his helmet as he looked between the key and Fizzy. His colleagues seemed to have expression that stated ‘shouldn’t be a problem,’ which was his assessment as well.


    “Alright, but no funny business, yeah?”


    With a nod and a smile, Fizzy cautiously approached the key and pressed a finger against its tip. She channeled her Metallopathy through it, instantly confirming her suspicion that this was no ordinary key. While the outside seemed to be a solid shell with no seams whatsoever, the inside of it was full of intricate machinery she had never seen before. The construction was fine. Precise. Minute even. It was almost as if a thousand spiderwebs were interwoven with one another in a grand tapestry of unparalleled complexity and beauty. It was a construct so intricate that even her machine-like precision couldn’t replicate it, even after a hundred years of practice.


    “You done yet?”


    The golem ignored the guard’s urging as she continued to focus. It took a huge amount of effort to grasp the complexity of this device’s construction, but she kept at it because there was something about that guard’s story that didn’t sit right with her. If the Vault really did have those mechanical spiders maintaining its structural integrity, then surely they would’ve repaired something like a broken lock, right?


    And then she saw it - the missing piece of the puzzle. There was a certain circuit pattern that repeated itself hundreds of times as it ran down the length of the shaft. She could only speculate at its function, but with so many examples of it she could easily determine the faults. Thirteen of them, to be precise. Thirteen instances where the metal wiring that ran along the inside of the brass shell had been melted through and ruined, most likely as a result of a nasty short circuit.


    “So it was like that,” she mumbled with a small smile. “It’s not the door that’s broken, but the key.”


    Obviously neither the guards nor her companions knew what she was talking about, but she didn’t let that stop her from doing what she came here to do. What she was about to do probably wouldn’t go over too well with these military types, but in the end it was easier to ask for forgiveness rather than permission.


    “Holy Light!”


    A bright yellow light enveloped the device masquerading as a bloated house key. Fizzy was just barely able to perceive the circuits mending themselves when she was suddenly forced back with a harsh shove.


    “Oy! What did I say about funny business!” shouted the Lieutenant.


    The tone of his voice and the way he was reaching for his sword were ample signs that he was none too please with this unauthorized use of magic. The other men around them hurriedly surrounded the outsider trio, almost as if they had been waiting for her to make a suspicious move. Some of them looked like they were raring to go right away, almost as if their blood was about to boil over.


    “I just fixed your key!” hurriedly explained Fizzy with her hands in the air. “Just look at it if you don’t believe me!”


    The head guard shifted his gaze towards the object in question and was momentarily struck speechless. The countless scratches, dents and tarnished spots along the key’s outer shell had all but disappeared, leaving behind nothing but flawless, gleaming brass. The golem’s magic had mended both its interior and exterior, making it look more like it was brand new, rather than being nearly a century old.


    “… Stand down, men,” he commanded, “and get your asses in gear! We have a Vault to open!”


    The soldiers all around gave a rousing cheer, though their enthusiasm was born more out of the need to alleviate their boredom rather than faith that the door would actually open. With that minor uproar out of the way, Fizzy, Drummir, Moss, the restored key and a total of 20 guards including Highstone were flown over the wall one after the other. Hundreds more took their positions atop the ramparts, manning various siege weaponry and pointing it down at the massive cavern entrance. There was a very real chance the door might actually open, and none of these men wanted to be caught unawares by what may or may not pop out from the inside.


    Once the preparations were ready, the golem and her armed escort entered the 20-meter tall cavern. After about a full 3 minutes of walking down the steadily narrowing yet strangely straight stone tunnel, they finally happened upon the Vault itself. It was a massive circular door that looked like a 4-meter-wide cog wheel, embedded inside a solid wall that was 5 meters tall and almost twice as wide. Its surface gleamed with a lustrous silvery sheen, though it was quite evident by its alleged durability that it was by no means a mundane metal like silver or steel. It was perfectly smooth, aside from the very obvious keyhole to the right of the door itself.


    The defenses Fizzy had been warned about were nowhere to be seen, but it was a safe bet to assume they’d pop out of the ten large metal tubes embedded in the cave’s walls, ceiling and floor. Traces of those weapons’ ferocity could be seen in the surrounding gray rocks, which were riddled with holes and cracks. The most clear signs of the lives lost in this place were undoubtedly the puddles of decades-old blood that had seeped into the stone itself. The dancing light of the group’s torches and lanterns also highlighted the hundreds of tiny metal debris lying around the place. Some looked like pieces of those odd projectiles Highstone showed them, though most of them seemed to be chewed up equipment fragments.


    “How’s that bad feeling of yours, Drummir?” whispered Fizzy as the group cautiously approached the Vault.


    “There’s no mistaking it,” said the dwarf, who was clearly on edge. “This is the source of it. Whatever’s killing this mountain is in there.”


    “Wonderful,” sighed Moss. “And here I was hoping it would be full of rainbows, kittens and candy.”


    “Halt!”


    The unit stopped at the Lieutenant’s word, who then turned towards the golem.


    “How about it? Want to do the honors, miss Fizzy?” he asked with a jerk of his head towards the massive door.


    “Yeah right, ‘honors,’” she sneered. “You’re just worried we’d trigger the defenses.”


    “Hey, gotta look out for the boys, y’know?”


    “Sure, you do. Well, it’s fine.”


    “Hmpf!” scoffed Plus. “As if we’d let some no-name punk like him take our moment of crowning glory!”


    The fuck?! blurted out Fizzy internally. Damn it, Plus! I almost forgot you were there!


    “Wait, what? Really?”


    You’ve just been awful quiet lately!


    “Oh yeah, I got a bit bored with all that walking so I took a small nap.”


    … You can do that?


    “Apparently. Don’t worry though, I’m all caught up to speed thanks to your memories. Great work on the key, by the way.”


    Heh. It’s only just beginning though. Wanna help me run a quick check on our gear?


    “With pleasure! Alright, let’s see - one impenetrable shield-arm?”


    Fizzy looked down at her left hand as she made a fist with it.


    Check.


    “One skull-cracking wrench?”


    She then tightened her right hand’s grip around the handle of her favorite weapon.


    Check.


    “One Masterwork-quality electric charge pack?”


    She checked the large rubber belts securing the metal box to her back.


    Check.


    “One Superior-quality Hidden Blade?”


    She glanced at the weapon strapped to her right forearm. She triggered it with a precise application of Magnetize, causing the dagger-like blade to pop out of its casing and stab the air above her fist.


    Check…


    She let out a slightly nostalgic inner voice, as this was one of the last mementos she had of Boxxy.


    “Two Bags of Holding with emergency supplies and parts?”


    Shaking her head slightly, Fizzy confirmed that the magical containers were indeed securely strapped to her hips.


    Check.


    “Two gullible meat shields?”


    The golem glanced at Drummir and Moss over her shoulders, who nodded resolutely in response.


    Check.


    “One ass-kicking golem of unparalleled beauty and filled with righteous fury?”


    Finally, she struck a cocky pose by throwing her chest out, lifting her chin up high and placing her free hand on her hip.


    Check and double check!


    “Alright!” she said aloud. “Let’s get this show on the road!”


    Saying that, she accepted the key from the armed dwarves and strode up to the door while the rest of the group backed away slightly. It seemed like any worries they had about her handling it had been alleviated when they saw her restore it to pristine condition. Either that or they were far more terrified of those automated defenses making an appearance rather than letting a one-of-a-kind relic get potentially trashed. Fizzy had none of those worries as she gallantly strode up to the keyhole and deftly inserted the large key, which fit snugly inside with a small click.


    *CLUNK*


    She didn’t even need to try turning before the Vault responded by letting out a sound that could only be produced by having two heavy metal objects collide with each other.


    *CLUNK CLANG CLUNK CLANG*


    There was a whole bunch of those sounds, actually.


    “Vnimaniye! Vnimaniye! Dver otkryvayetsya!”


    A distorted male voice resounded within the cavern, speaking in a language nobody present had even heard of. It was so loud that the echo of it probably carried all the way to the entrance of the cave.


    “What’s that about?!” shouted Fizzy. “It’s not the warning for the defenses, is it?!”


    However, the dwarves were too busy staring agape to offer a coherent response. Not that they could offer anything resembling an answer anyway, since nothing like this had ever happened before.


    *SHKA-TUNK SHKA-TUNK SHKA-TUNK SHKA-TUNK*


    Next came another series of heavy sounds, followed by an ear-splitting grinding noise as the cogwheel-shaped door began receding into the wall. Ten centimeters, twenty centimeters, thirty, forty, fifty - over half a meter later, the door finally cleared the outer wall, allowing a gust of air to seep out of the Vault in the form of a thick white fog. This sudden rush of wind turned to be incredibly cold, as evidenced by how the temperature in the cavern instantly dropped down to freezing levels. The frigid burst of air washed over the flabbergasted meatbags, blowing out their torches and lanterns and plunging the area into total darkness.


    Or at least it would have, were it not for the soft glow that seeped out from the cracks around the Vault’s door. The giant sprocket then rolled to the side noisily, allowing a pillar of serene white light to fall upon Fizzy’s frame, which reflected it brilliantly and bathed the entire cave in her radiance. It was an odd, almost ethereal scene that when coupled with the unexpected chill made the dwarves and gnomes present feel like they’d entered another world.


    “C’mon lads!” shouted Drummir. “Let’s hear it for Fizzy, the Rustblood Juggernaut! Hip-hip!”


    “Hurrah!”


    Spurred on by the Bard’s well-chosen words, the men immediately celebrated the historic moment with a loud cheer.


    “Hip-hip!”


    “Hurrah!”


    “Hip-hip!”


    “Hurrah!”


    And they did this not once, not twice, but thrice. Their blood was pumping so fast they barely even felt the dreadful chill that now permeated the cavern. They didn’t even notice that the crafty dwarf had already managed to tie Fizzy’s name to this momentous event and made sure they all knew it was her doing that did all this. It wouldn’t be long until the notion spread to rest of the military camp, then to the city of Dragunov, and ultimately envelop the entire nation. This sort of thing was pretty much the entire reason she brought Drummir along, and he was quite confident the mithril golem would be satisfied with his work.


    However, Fizzy didn’t say anything, despite getting so much of the attention and praise she always sought after. Instead, she was simply standing in front of the entrance, twisting her waist left and right with her arms up and elbows out. Her body made cracking and grinding noises as the ice that had formed on her outer shell began to fall off her like broken glass. She then crouched down on her left leg while stretching the other out as far as it would go. She did the same with the right, then the left, then back to the right and so on as she alternated between them every few seconds.


    The cheerful atmosphere somewhat dissipated when the people besides Drummir also realized she was behaving oddly.


    “Say angelface?” he called out with a forced smile. “That’s an odd way to celebrate, isn’t it?”


    “I’m not celebrating anything. I haven’t even taken a step inside yet.”


    “Okay, that’s fair. But then, what is it you’re doing right now?”


    “Warm-up exercises, what does it look like?”


    The golem that had now moved on to bending over and touching her toes replied with another casual remark.


    “Seriously, you need to stop asking all these pointless questions with obvious answers. It makes you look like a moron.”


    “No, no, no! This is clearly weird, isn’t it?!” protested the dwarf. “Do you even have anything that needs warming… up?”


    No sooner did he utter those words of disbelief that he realized that Fizzy appeared to actually be sweating. After rubbing his eyes and doing a double-take, Drummir realized that the water droplets running down her back, neck and arms were just that - water. The patches of ice that clung to her radiant skin were slowly but surely melting, sliding down her glorious form in an almost sensual way. A small cloud of steam then began steadily rising from Fizzy’s frame as her Engine of Destruction Skill steadily heated her up.


    Once she was confident she was running hot enough to fight off the ambient cold, Fizzy stopped pointlessly moving her body around and did another cursory check of her equipment. After confirming everything was in working order despite being soaked, she then held her right hand out towards her side. The wrench she had left on the ground leapt up into her open palm, and she spun it around with a flourish before resting it on her right shoulder. She then looked over her left with a cocky grin, thoroughly pleased that all eyes were firmly locked on her and her alone.


    “I’ll be going in first, boys!”


    She gave them a backwards two-finger salute with her left hand before hopping into the Vault, disappearing somewhere beyond that pure white light in the blink of an eye. With the gnome-shaped reflective surface out of the picture, the frigid cavern suddenly became much, much dimmer.


    “Form up, lads!” shouted Highstone. “We’re not gonna let some shiny lass take all the fun!”


    “Wooooah!”


    The dumbfounded dwarves rallied around Highstone and rapidly formed ranks around him. Moss and Drummir were a bit quicker on the uptake and were already rushing over to the door.


    *KWEEEHN KWEEEHN KWEEEHN KWEEEHN*


    However, they were suddenly stopped in their tracks when an obnoxiously loud siren sounded throughout the cave.


    “Oh, shi- Retreat! Everyone fall back!”


    The regulars here knew what this sound meant, but the two outsiders left behind had no idea. Still, seeing those professional soldiers scatter in a very un-soldier like fashion made it painfully obvious it was not a good thing. The distinct grinding noise of the Vault door closing itself made Drummir instantly give up on following Fizzy, as evidenced by how he retreated away from it. Moss, on the other hand, had made the opposite decision and charged towards the oversized cog with all his might.


    “You bloody fool!” spat the dwarf over his shoulder. “You won’t make it!”


    “I don’t care!” insisted the gnome. “I’m sticking by Fizzy’s side, even if it kills me!”


    Thankfully, the young boy was much quicker than he looked, so he managed to duck into the vault mere moments before the door slid back into place and sealed him and Fizzy inside. Drummir breathed a sigh of relief, but immediately felt terror wash over him when he saw a trio of metal domes pop out of the metal platforms in the ceiling. A short barrel popped out of each of them, almost like a turtle poking its head out of its shell.


    *BUDUBUDUBUDUBUDU*


    The otherworldly sentry turrets then began spewing fire, thunder and lead as they opened fire on the dwarf that still hadn’t made it past the 20 meter rank.


    “Sanctuary!”


    “Shield Wall!”


    “Mana Shield!”


    “Ice Barrier!”


    “Rock Wall!”


    Thankfully, rather than sit and watch him die, the soldiers covered for him by using a myriad of Spells, Skills and Martial Arts. The high-caliber machineguns mercilessly ripped through all their defenses in turn, but it proved to be enough. The dwarves and gnomes had managed to buy just enough time to drag Drummir out of their tracking range without any casualties, though not without injuries. One bullet had pierced clean through the dwarven Shaman’s right thigh, while a stray shot had managed to punch through a Paladin’s heavy shield and hit him in the left shoulder. They were nasty injuries to be sure, but the healers present at the scene were able to patch them up immediately.


    “Don’t get any wild ideas, mate,” said Highstone, cutting off whatever Drummir was about to say. “The defenses have been triggered. That means we ain’t gettin’ anywhere near that place for the next six hours. Got it?”


    “… Yes, sir.”


    The black-haired Shaman had no choice but to give up on following in after them so soon. He chastised himself for abandoning them in the first place, but that was just his mercenary sensibilities taking over. He had gone through life while always looking out for number one, so his reaction was only natural. In a way, he almost envied Moss for being so simple-minded. Trying to follow Fizzy under those circumstances took a level of conviction he didn’t think the chicken shit had in him.


    “Everyone regroup back at base!” hollered the Lieutenant. “We’ll get another crack at it tonight, so look lively!”


    The way this historic moment had developed left a sour taste in his mouth, but it was hardly the end of it. The miraculously working key was still in its slot, and they now knew the Vault was a frigid space that did not stay open for long. Therefore, all they had to do was regroup back at the military base proper and wait for the Vault’s security system to calm down. It would give them just enough time to make a round trip to Dragunov and stock up on elixirs and magic items. Once they were properly supplied and prepared, they would challenge the Vault once again.


    Highstone’s plan was calm, logical, and rational, and the best course of action available to him and his men. If everything worked out, then they’d be able to save those two citizens and figure out exactly what was going on within that icebox within the span of a day, maybe two. Unfortunately, he was feeling conflicted about whether he should report this to the higher ups right away. Those worthless mongrels would probably try to muscle in and lay claim over this discovery as if it were their own. They’d drag the expedition out by weeks, possibly even months while they bickered pointlessly over who would be the first to ransack the place.


    It was a notion that didn’t sit right with Highstone. Much like the loud Shaman had stated earlier, this achievement belong to that shiny Paladin, and he’d be damned if he let those bastards take credit for it. Allowing them to spit in the face of Goroth’s teaching like that would disqualify him from being a Champion of Stone, not to mention it would be a slight against his fellow holy servant. Admittedly he didn’t ask which deity Fizzy followed, but it really didn’t matter to him at that point.


    The problem was that doing as he liked would surely be the end of his career. If his higher ups found out he was keeping such a monumental event from them, they’d have him put on trial, take all his belongings and jail him for a long time. Heck, it’d probably be better to skip town and leave the country as quietly and quickly as possible. Either way, he’d have to sacrifice either the life he’d built as a soldier in service to the Horkensaft Kingdom, or compromise his moral and religious beliefs just to appease to his bosses.


    These sort of thoughts plagued him on the walk out, up until he and his men made it out of that tunnel.


    At which point it became clear he had more pressing matters to attend to rather than some moral dilemma.


    “Lieutenant!” shouted one of the guards atop the inner wall. “We got a situation out here!”


    “Situation? What situation?!” he shouted back.


    However, as he looked up, he was immediately made aware of what his subordinate was talking about. A solid beam of purple light was clearly visible over the wall. It shot straight up into the air, like a spear that was trying to stab the sky itself. He barely even had time to register it was coming from the same direction as the city of Dragunov, when this mysterious beam began to demonstrate its effects.


    The cloud that the beam had punched through turned from white to charcoal-black in an instant, then began expanding at an unimaginable pace. It blocked out the sun and rapidly devoured the blue sky in a matter of seconds. Thunder and lightning began to rage within it, and a harsh wind the likes of which this mountain had never seen began howling without warning. Hail as big as eyeballs began pouring down on the military base, rattling incessantly against the stone buildings and bouncing loudly off the soldiers’ helmets.


    “Your orders, sir?”


    The men gathered around the Lieutenant looked at him expectantly. The officer’s gaze drifted from one grim face to the next, after which he pointed it up at the falling sky. He then looked back towards the Vault entrance, before finally settling his eyes on the outsider Shaman that was cackling to himself with his head between his knees. Highstone sighed deeply, envying these simple men for how they weren’t the ones that had to take responsibility for this debacle. What was it that they expected him to do about all this, he wondered. Still, as leader, it was up to him to deal with the situation to the best of his abilities.


    “Alright, lads, listen up!” he shouted with all his might. “Here’s what we’re gonna do! We’re gonna gather everyone in the main keep, we’re going to bust open every keg, barrel or cask we can find, have a pint, and wait for this whole thing to blow over!”


    Really, what else was there to do?
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    The cog shaped door rolled back into its place behind Moss as he tumbled through the gap at the last moment. A giant metal arm pushed it closed from the inside, sealing the Vault as tightly shut as it had been for the past century. The gnome scrambled to his feet and looked at the entrance, noting how there didn’t seem to be any obvious way of opening it up from that side. Once the groans of the unseen locks resetting themselves quieted down, he began to pick up on the barely audible sounds of alarms and gunfire from the outside.


    It seemed like it would be a while before the people on the other side of the door could reach the lock and open it up again.


    Moving his gaze away from the entrance, the gnome began to soak in his surroundings. He was now in a hallway encased in steel. The walls were made out of huge plates that seemed to be bolted together. The floor was covered in a zigzag pattern of tiny ridges intended to provide extra grip while walking. The ceiling was dotted with a huge number of rectangular lamps that bathed the entire place in a pure white, almost sterile light. All of which were covered by a thin, barely noticeable layer of ice.


    Moss expected there to be a larger buildup of frost, but the air down here was too arid to allow that sort of thing, despite it being more than cold enough. Almost too cold, actually. Now that the rush of his mad dash just moments ago was fading away, he was really starting to feel the chill. The temperature was so low that it was comparable to being stranded out in the open at night during the depths of winter. His breath turned white, his teeth chattered and his entire body shivered, but he ignored all of those complaints and focused on the biggest question in his mind.


    Where was Fizzy?


    The shiny golem was nowhere to be seen, but at the very least she had left a trail behind. Her superheated body had left melted footprints on the frozen floor, making it obvious she had gone on further inside without a single drop of hesitation. Moss really should have expected this. In the short time he had known her, not once did he see the golem show anything even remotely resembling hesitation. He found that unshakable confidence of hers to be both enviable and attractive. Yup, it was totally her personality he had fallen for, not that curvy body and pretty face of hers.


    “Hatchoo!”


    Realizing that this wasn’t the best place to daydream about naked golems, Moss chased the weird thoughts out of his head and started following those tracks down the hallway. The wide passage stretched out for another 10 or so meters ahead, at which point it hit a ramp that led downwards.


    The sounds of what could only be a battle suddenly washed over him as he was moving forward. It was an endless stream of loud bangs accompanied by countless clanging noises of metal clashing against metal. The combined din of it all reverberated in the metal hallway around him, threatening to rupture his eardrums in the process. Realizing that Fizzy was under attack further up ahead, he forced his freezing body into a run while desperately trying to plug his ears with his hands.


    When he reached the the ramp, however, he slipped on one of the golem’s soggy footprints. He fell over backwards, hitting the back of his head against the steel floor and sliding down the gentle slope in an uncontrollable matter. Coming to an awkward stop at the bottom of the ramp, he immediately tried to flip over onto his stomach and stand up. Unfortunately, the self-inflicted concussion, icy floor and the numbness of his limbs meant that the most he could do for the moment was look up from his spot in a dazed manner.


    Through his blurry vision he was able to figure out this chamber was some kind of storage depot. It was easily 3 stories tall, and so wide he had trouble seeing its walls. Rows of huge shelves made out of metal scaffolding were filled to the brim with a huge number of metal containers of all shapes and sizes. It was almost like being inside a disproportionately large library, which was in the process of actively being wrecked.


    Fizzy was fighting against the Vault’s internal security systems, which took on the shape of six pieces of weaponized automata. The dark green mechanical sentries were about 2 meters tall each, though it would be more accurate to call them mobile turrets rather than mechanized dolls. They rolled around on a trio of thick leg-like struts that had spherical rollers instead of feet, allowing them to move in whatever direction they damn well pleased. Their top half consisted of a humanoid torso, albeit one that was extremely bulky. They had metal domes on top of their shoulders instead of necks and heads, and their arms ended in a series of rotating metal tubes instead of wrists and fingers. This last part was perhaps the most terrifying, as their ‘hands’ spewed out lead at speeds so high that the projectiles left bright yellow traces in the air.


    “Parallel One!”


    Yet Fizzy did not flinch, nor did she waver. She dove headfirst into the hail of gunfire, taking all that hot lead like a champ. A Champion of Chaos, to be precise. Using the Skill of the same name, she was able to roughly predict the trajectories of all incoming shots just by looking at the rotating muzzles they came out of. This allowed her to zigzag around the worst of the lethal volley while rapidly closing the gap between her and her targets. She still got hit quite a few times, though the bullets bounced off her thick hide for the most part. She would’ve taken a lot more damage if she wasn’t actively avoiding them, but at this level it was nothing that couldn’t be repaired with an on-the-go Holy Light or two, courtesy of Plus.


    The sentries began rolling away from the incoming ball of violence while peppering her with bullets, but a well-aimed Armored Charge saw Fizzy close the gap between them in an instant. She smashed shoulder-first into the frontmost leg of the enemy closest to her, then swung her wrench in a huge horizontal arc.


    *CRUNCH*


    Her weapon completely demolished the knee-like joint, causing its owner to tip over and fall to the ground, after which it proceeded to writhe around, unable to get back up. She then spun around on her heel and delivered an overhead strike to its midsection, nearly breaking it in half and causing it to sputter and die as it let out various fluids, sparks and smoke. Fizzy then repeated the process with the second and third, but the fourth one seemed to have learned from the others’ failures. It leaped out of the way with a degree of agility unbefitting of that thick frame and hit its shiny target in the back with a concentrated volley that drove her off.


    The golem was pretty spry herself though. Even though her Armored Charge missed the mark, she hurriedly clambered up a ladder that happened to be propped up against a metal shelf. Once she reached the top, she began to run down it, using the various crates and boxes as cover. She then leaped at one of the remaining automata, smashing into its chest shield-first while Plus used Magnetize to turn her charge pack all the way up to ‘vaporize.’


    What followed was an ear-splitting screech as the powerful current produced by the device enveloped both the golem and her mechanized opponent. The latter shuddered and spasmed uncontrollably as the electricity assaulted its internal components, frying it from the inside out. Blue arcs of energy continued to jump between the two metal constructs until the armed drone went completely limp and traces of gray smoke began to rise from the seams of its armor.


    *KERKHOOOOOOOOOOOOM*


    It then suddenly exploded in a storm of fire and shrapnel, causing Moss to hide his head behind the metal container he had been hiding behind. He had run over to it as soon as he was able to stand and had been using it as cover ever since. Even if he wanted to be of use to Fizzy, he knew better than to try and interfere in that battle as he would, at best, only get in the way. That was why he had chosen to remain as an observer, limiting his involvement to just peeking over the relatively short box to keep an eye on things. It was not exactly helpful, but he was sure the narcissistic golem would appreciate having herself an audience, however small it may be.


    At least that’s what he thought until that blast from just now made him reconsider that foolish decision, and indeed every life choice he’s ever made leading up to this point in time. The shock wave of that explosion alone had been powerful enough to rattle his bones and make his gums bleed. There was also the loud thud of something heavy crashing into the wall overhead, which nearly made him piss his pants. The ‘something’ then fell on the ground next to him, mere centimeters away from squashing him flat.


    And it was at that point in time that he had officially soiled himself.


    His fright was relieved somewhat when he realized the oversized piece of shrapnel was actually Fizzy, who had been thrown off in the blast. After smacking into the wall and somehow landing on all fours, she slowly stood up and took in her surroundings. Her radiant white skin had turned red-hot from her continued use of Engine of Destruction, while her maniacally grinning face fell by her feet with a soft clatter.


    “AAAAAH!”


    Moss finally found the strength to scream in shock and terror. The beautiful face he had fallen for had, in a fit of irony, fallen off of its owner’s head and was currently lying on the ground in front of him. He looked up at the golem, screaming once more at the skull-like frame that normally lay beneath her recently orphaned visage. Fizzy’s artificial eyeballs passed over the terrified Moss and settled on her own face, which seemed to be laughing back at her like some sort of twisted reflection.


    “Oh, dose hucking hieces of shit! How dare they harm hai hlawless hase?!”


    Cursing without lips, the golem immediately leapt over the metal box and charged right into the cloud of smoke left behind by the explosion. Moss scrambled to his feet and looked at the black smog, but as expected he couldn’t see anything. He could hear plenty, though. The ear-piercing sounds of metal groaning and snapping while Fizzy cackled maniacally almost made him glad he couldn’t see anything.


    The struggles of the remaining two automata continued for another half minute or so. They ended abruptly with a loud snapping noise, followed by a hemispherical head rolling out of the smoke on its rim and coming to rest in front of Moss with a small clatter. The heavy fumes began to disperse shortly afterwards, revealing a very worked up Fizzy standing over a knee-deep pile of scrap that used to be a pair of sentry bots.


    “Die-die-die-die-die-die!”


    She didn’t seem to be quite done with them yet though, as she continued cursing at them while stomping their remains flat against the floor.


    “Die-die-die-Holy-die-Light-die!”


    All the while Plus was trying to mend their slowly melting body.


    “Hey-die-Fizzy!” she tried to interrupt. “Die-we-die-really-die-should-die-cool-die-off!”


    Her words seemed to do the trick, as the golem realized that both her body and her emotions were running way too hot. Her thoughts drifted back to her assault on the Spire of the Jade King, and how the stone golems there flew into a blind rage whenever their most important parts were shattered. It would appear that having her own face taken clean off had somehow triggered a berserker state of her own, making her go overboard.


    She stopped fussing about and sat down on the ground, letting the cold air sap the excess heat out of her. She then reached into the Bag of Holding that was still somehow attached to her mostly burned pants, and pulled out the mithril ‘bandages’ she had that smith in Gun Tarum prepare for her. Next, she pressed one of the enchanted metal sheets against the front of her skull and channeled a Holy Light through it. The thin plate warped unnaturally as it bonded with her red-hot body and assumed the shape of the lower left half of her face. Fizzy then repeated the process twice - once for her right side and once more for her forehead.


    Strictly speaking she wasn’t really sure whether this would work until just now, but the fact that her wild guess had somehow turned out to be spot on served only to feed her colossal ego.


    All things said and done, she was able to restore her glorious visage with little-to-no difficulty. It wasn’t perfect since her new animate faceplate wasn’t as thick as her old one, but it would do the trick for now. She also applied two of the mithril patches to her right forearm, where a chunk of her heated skin had been blown off in the explosion. As she watched the precious metal fuse with her body and then almost immediately turn red, she realized it would probably be for the best if she turned off the Engine of Destruction for now. It wasn’t like she necessarily needed to use the Skill anyway, as the frigid environment was playing a lot less havoc on her body than she anticipated.


    Normally, being hit with cold-attuned magic would actively sap the mystical energies out of her body, interfering with the circulation of mana. This would leave her not only encased in ice, but also partially paralyzed and lacking the strength necessary to break out of it. Having the Engine of Destruction fully revved up counteracted this effect, as continuously converting the heat into mana meant that her limbs were resupplied with energy almost immediately. It did little to prevent the additional damage she took from having her ‘blood’ drained away, but it was better than nothing.


    However, this place wasn’t actually triggering her Bane. She wasn’t sure why or how, but it would appear that the frigid temperature wasn’t maintained through purely magical means. To put it another way, it was almost as if the cold here was natural, despite that notion making no logical sense whatsoever. Then again, the owner of this place was also responsible for creating the Regulator, so this sort of feat was entirely within the Original Artificer’s abilities.


    This suited Fizzy just fine, because it meant she didn’t have to worry about her Bane. As long as it was a simple chill, then it wouldn’t inconvenience her in the slightest. Sure, she’d still have icicles forming on her joints and skin, but simple frozen condensation wasn’t enough to prevent her movement. She could just power through the frost with brute strength and shrug it off completely, especially since her body no longer shivered in the cold like a certain useless meatbag.


    “Oh yeah. That idiot was here, wasn’t he?”


    Suddenly remembering that Moss had apparently followed her inside, the golem stood up and went over to where she had seen him earlier. She had already cooled off to the point where she wasn’t actually taking damage, so her skin had regained her natural pure white sheen. The residual heat still made her give off a bit of steam, giving the air around her an almost ethereal feel. If a certain calamitous box was here, it would most assuredly praise her for this uniquely shiny appearance.


    Moss wasn’t doing anywhere nearly as well as her, though. In fact, the gnome was in a much worse state than the one she left him in, despite him suffering no injuries in that skirmish. Well, no physical ones, anyway.


    He was sitting on the ground with his back leaned against the metal box he had been hiding behind with a hazy look in his eyes. His skin color had turned from pink to pale, and was now steadily becoming a rather odd shade of blue. His breathing was extremely shallow and unsteady and he made wheezing noises every time he inhaled or exhaled. The prosthetic arm on his left side wasn’t doing too well either, as it seemed to be completely encased in ice.


    “… Fizzy?” he whispered hoarsely when he heard her approach. “Is that… you?”


    “Yeah, it’s me alright.”


    “What’s… *Koff! Koff!* What’s going on? … I can’t… move…”


    He had difficulty even speaking, as evidenced by how he had to take long pauses between his words just to breathe in.


    “Yup. Seems like the environment’s doing a number on your pathetically weak body,” stated the golem in a casual manner.


    “Well… Can you… help me out? … Start a fire? … Or something?”


    “That won’t do you any good. It’s not the cold that’s killing you, it’s the dungeon.”


    “Dungeon? … What?”


    “You didn’t see the notification when you walked in? The one saying you’d entered Lednik Dva or whatever?”


    “I don’t… understand… How is this… a dungeon…?”


    “Dungeons without monsters exist, you know,” explained Fizzy. “I practically lived inside one for a while, you know. The feeling is pretty similar, but the concentration of ambient mana here is way thicker.”


    She wasn’t sure why it was like this, but if she had to take one of her patented 100% accurate guesses, it was because it had built up over the years since nobody was around to use it.


    “It’s too thick, actually. You can practically see it for crying out loud!”


    Fizzy waved her hand through the air, causing it to visibly distort and bend, almost like disturbing the surface of a still pond.


    “Ah… I thought you… looked kinda blurry… back there… Nnngh!”


    The gnome let out an involuntary groan, as willing air in and out of his lungs was starting to cause him a good deal of pain.


    “Help me… please…”


    “Sorry, there’s nothing I can do,” said the golem bluntly. “I’m fine since I’m a golem, but it’s obviously too much for a pathetically weak meatbag like yourself. The air itself is poisoning your body, and the only way to stop it is to get you outside. I don’t see that happening though, what with the entrance being sealed and all.”


    “Grrnnnh!”


    Moss groaned once again, as his joints were now also screaming out in agony. He looked pleadingly at Fizzy, gritted his teeth and spoke even quieter than before.


    “Please… Help…”


    “What, you deaf now too? I just said-”


    “No… Nnnnngh! Help… Pain!”


    Fizzy looked into Moss’s eyes once more, but what she saw in them was something foreign to her. The two of them continued to silently stare at each other until she suddenly realized what it was. This was not the fear of death she routinely saw in her victims. It was also neither the will to survive, nor was it a silent accusation blaming her for this outcome. The only thing she saw when she stared at those dull orbs was a sort of quiet acceptance.


    In other words, what the gnome seemed to be asking wasn’t to be saved, but to be released.


    “I suppose there’s no two ways around it,” she assented. “I’m disappointed you didn’t last very long, but I’m still kind of glad we met. I don’t think I would’ve gotten here if it wasn’t for you. I’ll be honest, whenever I was unsure of my purpose or had doubts about what I was doing, all I needed to do was take a look at you.”


    “R-really?”


    Moss spoke in a strangely hopeful tone entirely at odds with his desperate situation.


    “Oh very much so. A simple glance was enough to remind of everything I don’t want to be, of every pitfall that could have befallen me. This would motivate me and make me strive to be better than some pathetic piece of meat that clings to a life that is no longer truly theirs.”


    However, her words were surprisingly harsh rather than soothing, almost as if she was looking down on the young lad. Or rather, that was exactly what was she was doing, and indeed what she had been doing ever since the two of them started traveling together. The only difference was that this time around her venomous words were said aloud rather than shared privately with Plus.


    “I mean just look at how pitiable you are!” she said in an incredulous tone. “You follow me around blindly with that frail body of yours, not even thinking of your own future nor your safety! That sort of braindead behavior is exactly what got you into this mess! At least Drummir had the clarity of mind to ensure his survival, but you just pointlessly threw your life away for nothing!”


    The golem let out a breathless sigh as a feeling of dread crept into Moss’s fading consciousness.


    “This is more or less what I expected,” she continued, “but I’m still kind of disappointed you didn’t even last a month. Though I suppose it was inevitable. I mean, if it wasn’t this dungeon, it would’ve just been something else.”


    She then glared at Moss as if trying to drill a hole through his forehead.


    “But perhaps the worst part about this is how easily you just gave up once I told you I couldn’t save you. Did you even consider you might be able to fight this off through your own force of will? Did you have even the slightest bit of confidence in yourself? No, of course you didn’t. After all, why bother becoming your own person when Fizzy will just pull your bacon out of the fire. And when it turned out that there are things even I can’t do, what was your response?”


    She crouched down next to the gnome and put on a ridiculously fake smile.


    “‘Oh well, there’s no helping it,’” she said in a mocking tone. “Isn’t that right mister Dingleberry Ticklepants? Or whatever the fuck your stupid name was.”


    She then stood back up and looked down at the boy as if he were a piece of trash.


    “Goodbye, meatbag. You will be remembered, but not missed.”


    Saying those final words, the golem then turned around and focused her attention on investigating the Vault around her. She was going to be sealed in here for an indeterminate amount of time, so the least she could do was explore it and maybe find an alternate exit.


    “That was a bit harsh, wasn’t it?” asked Plus before Fizzy could get started. “I mean, it’s not like you didn’t say anything untrue, but did you really have to rub it in so hard?”


    “Maybe. Maybe not,” replied Fizzy out loud. “It felt pretty good, though. It was mostly for myself anyway. It wasn’t like I’d get anything from talking to a corpse.”


    Indeed, Moss had already expired by the time she had finished her rant. She wasn’t sure when exactly that had happened, nor did she care. She was going to dispose of him eventually anyway, as actively associating with a pickpocket would only bring harm to her reputation. These circumstances were actually pretty favorable, as the authorities couldn’t blame her for the actions of a suicidal idiot who couldn’t even think for himself.


    “Speaking of which,” butted in her alter ego, “shouldn’t we sanctify his remains? We don’t want to be responsible for leaving undead behind, right?”


    Fizzy’s thoughts drifted back to the lich Valeria, or ‘Nasty’ as Boxxy called her. According to the filthy heretic’s own words, she had been turned into one of the vile undead through a dungeon core’s meddling, so there was a good chance that might happen to Moss. Especially considering that, due in no small part to her own actions, it was hardly what one might consider a peaceful passing.


    “Yeah, good point. Wouldn’t be much of a Paladin if I let stuff like that happen, right?”


    She returned to where the gnome had breathed his last breath and said a prayer reserved for the recently deceased, then used a Consecrate Spell on his remains for good measure. With that chore out of the way, she then returned her attention to the storeroom around her and began digging through all the boxes and containers. She sorted through various types of raw materials and dozens of parts and devices both simplistic and advanced, but failed to find anything truly of note.


    Of course, Fizzy wasn’t just aimlessly rummaging through the place. She was actually looking for a replacement for her weapon, as her favorite wrench had been snapped in half by the same explosion that removed her face. It was a blast strong enough to make her Shock Absorption Skill go up by almost an entire Level in one go, so it wasn’t surprising that her tool had been broken beyond even her cheat-like ability to repair. She’d have probably suffered much more severe injuries herself, were it not for her nigh-indestructible shield taking the brunt of that shockwave.


    Bottom line was that she still needed something new to hit things with, as she had no idea when more of those tripod-mounted automata might show up.


    After looking through about sixty or so crates, however, she began to lose patience. The stuff here was either low quality, or left in a clearly unfinished state. It was almost as if the Original Artificer was something of a hoarder who refused to throw anything way, despite it more or less amounting to worthless scrap and garbage. Honestly speaking, the place was beginning to look more and more like a dump site rather than anything even remotely resembling a vault.


    Sighing dejectedly, she gave up on rummaging through some old hag’s personal belongings and decided to focus on investigating the area. She picked up a piece of pipe with a heavy flange attached at one end to serve as a temporary weapon, and strapped her electric charge pack to her back with some weird rope. The portable power plant had survived that explosion intact since Fizzy’s body had absorbed most of the impact, but the rubberized straps that held it in place were beyond salvageable. Turning the charge pack on and off, she was able to determine that this weird blue rope did not seem to conduct electricity, which was a good thing. It was questionable how long it would hold out under the ‘vaporize’ setting, but it would have to do.


    Armed as she was, Fizzy then began exploring the ‘Vault.’ This Storage area was huge, but it was unlikely it would be the only room around. Indeed, after following the lefthand wall for a while, she came across a sealed bulkhead. She used her Metallopathy to peek at its construction, and was able to determine it was wired up to a panel of some sort next to it. It was a weird device made out of some solid white material she’d never seen before, but it wasn’t metal so she couldn’t peek inside it. It also seemed rather brittle, but she held off on smashing it since there was no telling what that hostile act might trigger.


    The golem gave up on that particular door and continued looking around. She found a few more bulkheads like the first one, but they were all shut up tight. At least until she reached her sixth one, which was noticeably different from the rest. The tiny light on the white box next to it was shining green rather than red, so she held some expectations when she walked up to it. The massive slab of metal sprang to life all by itself once she stood directly in front of it, and slid downwards into the ground with a slight hissing noise. It not only provided entry, but also showed that her educated guess had been spot-on yet again.


    “Wow! Way to go, Fizzy!” cheered Plus. “You’re on a roll today!”


    “Was there ever any doubt? C’mon, let’s see what we have here.”


    Fizzy walked through the open door, and she very nearly squealed with glee when she saw the room beyond it.


    “Oh-hoh-ho! Now this is more like it!”


    It was a huge chamber that was much taller than the one the golem left behind, though at the same time it was also a lot narrower. It appeared to be some kind of workshop or laboratory, if the numerous tables littered with various tools and parts were any indication. There were also cupboards, shelves and buckets filled with various basic components, such as metal plating, wiring, screws, bolts and all sort of other odds and ends.Though it seemed to be organized rather chaotically and haphazardly, the fact that it had some semblance of order at all was quite encouraging.


    The literal centerpiece of this room - and most likely the focus of the work that had gone on in it - was an eight-meter tall piece of automata. It had been propped up by various clamps, braces and scaffolding in order to keep it from falling off of the circular pedestal in the middle. It had a strictly humanoid shape with rather normal-looking proportions, and its shell was made out of a shining steel-like metal with a blue tint. Overall it had a distinctly knight-like appearance, though the thin, borderline skeletal structure of its upper arms and thighs raised questions regarding its structural integrity.


    “Woah!” exclaimed Plus, mirroring Fizzy’s own excitement. “Is that the Original Artificer’s final gift to the world?!”


    “… No, I doubt this is it, actually,” said the golem after a moment’s pause. “Impressive as it is, it’s quite obviously incomplete.”


    “Ah, it’s still missing a head, now that you mention it.”


    *Krrrtktktk*


    *Bdzzzzt*


    A series of odd noises drew the golem’s attention to the corner behind the unfinished Overlord-class colossus. It would appear that one of the lamps embedded in the ceiling was not functioning correctly, as evidenced by how it flickered on and off in a rather annoying manner. On the bench directly underneath it, however, was something far more interesting - the giant robot’s missing head. It looked like a cross between a helmet and a welder’s mask, completely featureless aside from the wide horizontal slit over where the eyes would be.


    Fizzy excitedly walked up to it and placed both hands on its reflective surface, but her Metallopathy revealed this was nothing but an empty shell. Feeling rather disappointed at herself for getting pointlessly worked up, the golem let out another in a long series of breathless sighs. She took her hands off of the oversized decoration and turned her attention back to the body itself, wondering if perhaps this whole thing was some sort of statue.


    However, her thoughts were derailed when she spotted the potential weapon that had been propped up against the back of its leg. It appeared to be a tool of some description, only it was even larger than the wrench she had lost earlier. It was also pretty thick and completely lacking in finesse, much like almost everything else in this so-called Vault. Oddly enough, it seemed like it actually had two handles.


    One of them was at the very end of the shaft, and grabbing onto it would place Fizzy’s palm perpendicular to the rest of it. It was in just the right position should the golem wish to swing this thing with reckless abandon like some sort of flail while maintaining a comfortable grip on it. The other handle was on the side of the lower half of the shaft, which was itself split into two perpendicular tubes. It had a rubberized grip about the length of a two-handed sword handle, so wielding this it holding onto that part seemed like it would give her a good amount control over it.


    And she would probably need all the control she could get, as the business end of the thing looked much heavier than her old wrench. Its outer side had a vaguely rhomboid shape, though the inside of it had a perfectly round hole in it with a six-sided aperture built into it. There was a cylindrical device attached to one of its outside edges, which was hooked up to a series of thick brown cables. These wires ran down the solid metal shaft and fed into a small lever just above the two-handed handle. All of this seemed to be on the same side as that rubber grip as well, which was good since it meant the gadget wouldn’t get damaged if Fizzy were to crush someone’s face with the outer frame.


    The golem eagerly discarded the flimsy-looking piping she’d picked up earlier, walked up to this bizarre tool and picked it up without further ado. Much as she’d surmised, it was indeed much heavier than what she was used to. Carrying it with one arm would not be a problem, but she’d need to grip it with both hands if she wanted to swing it with any semblance of dexterity or precision. She took a few practice swings with it, making the thick chain dangling off the handle rattle somewhat forebodingly. It was questionable what sort of purpose that might serve, but she was nevertheless able to confirm she’d need to practice with this if she planned to smash things up with this effectively.


    This observation then raised the question of what kind of metal this thing was actually made of. It looked like steel outwardly, what with that classical metallic gray sheen, but channeling her Metallopathy through it allowed Fizzy to understand that this was not the case. This tool was much lighter and tougher than it would have been if it used something like steel for its frame. If anything, it looked like the weird metal the Vault door had been forged out of, which was somewhat of a mystery not only to her, but to the rest of the world as well.


    But what sort of tool was this anyway?


    Looking up at the metal giant in front of her, she couldn’t help but notice the huge bolts sticking out of its backside. Their heads were all six-sided, so it stood to reason that this was some type of adjustable wrench meant for tackling those heavy-duty bolts. The golem then turned her attention to the mechanism that obviously regulated how open or closed the aperture was. She stretched out two of her fingers while maintaining her grip on it, and pulled on the tiny lever that was just next to her fist.


    *VRRRROOOM*


    The device sprang to life with a mighty mechanical roar, causing the six-sided hole in the wrench’s head to abruptly disappear as the ‘teeth’ of the aperture completely closed in on themselves. Startled by the sudden activity and the high frequency vibrations coursing through her hands, Fizzy immediately released the lever, allowing the built-in engine to go silent once more. She had of course expected some kind of reaction, but this was much harsher and more violent than anything she had anticipated.


    After mentally preparing herself, she then tried pushing the lever instead of pulling it. Another loud roar later, the wrench opened up all the way, resetting back into the position it was in when she first found it. Fizzy played around with the switch some more, quickly learning that how hard she was manipulating the trigger directly correlated to how much force was used. She recalled reading up on these so-called ‘analog’ triggers at some point, but she didn’t know much about them since they were outside her area of expertise as an Arclight Artificer.


    Next she decided to stress test exactly how powerful those metal jaws actually were. She placed the pipe from earlier into the wrench’s open gap and pulled on the lever as hard she could. The engine roared angrily as the aperture’s teeth closed around the metal pipe, snapping it in half almost instantly. Or would it be more accurate to say it had been bitten in half? Either way, Fizzy’s psychotic mind was already dreaming up ways of utilizing this thing in combat.


    “Oh, man!” she exclaimed excitedly. “Now I really want to try crushing someone’s limbs with this!”


    The opening didn’t seem wide enough to put a human head through it, but it could definitely catch someone’s arm or leg and then snap it off. She was eager to properly examine and try her hand reverse engineering the entire thing. In fact, she was considering doing that right now, as she had all the necessary tools on hand anyway.


    “Vnimaniye! Vnimaniye!”


    Unfortunately it would appear she wouldn’t get the chance, as the obnoxious voice she had heard on the way in was now blaring throughout the room, complete with a loud siren as well.


    “Zapushchen protokol samounichtozheniya! Do vzryva ostalos tri minuty!”


    The color of the lights then turned from a sterile white into an alarming red, which served its purpose of alarming her. She looked around herself ready to bash anything that came her way, but she didn’t spot anything that resembled a threat. Or any movement at all, for that matter.


    “Uh, Fizzy? What’s going on?”


    “I’ve no idea, but I doubt it’s a good thing.”


    “I motion to leave immediately!”


    “Seconded!”


    The golem bolted for the door with her new acquisition in-hand, but the bulkhead was sealed up tight and refused to budge. Fizzy tried ramming it down with her shoulder, shield and new wrench in turn, but despite the solid impacts, she barely even made a dent in it. She then heard a loud hissing noise from behind her, and immediately turned on her heel, ready to defend herself at a moment’s notice.


    However, the source of this disturbance was not a security measure of some sort, but the central platform that the impractically huge automata was resting on. A trap door was opening underneath the iron giant’s feet, causing the whole thing to wobble and shake unsteadily. This opening in the floor then expanded all at once, and the Original Artificer’s unfinished creation plummeted into the darkness below. It made a horrible racket as it bounced off of the vertical shaft’s walls, but no matter how long Fizzy waited, she didn’t hear anything that sounded like an impact with the bottom.


    “Do vzryva ostalos dve minuty i tridtsat sekundy!”


    Not that she could hear much over the damn voice that sporadically screamed at her in that weird language, or the blaring sirens that refused to die down.


    “So… is it me or are we expected to go down that stupidly deep hole?”


    “I don’t know, Plus. It doesn’t seem like we have much of a choice though.”


    “Yeah, but that’s just the thing. I have the weirdest feeling that something or someone has been guiding us the whole time.”


    “Funny. I was thinking the same thing.”


    The Vault not only sealed her inside after she went in, but it just so happened that this was the only unlocked door she found after dealing with that token security force. Not only that, but now that she thought back on it, the flickering light that directed her to the goliath’s helmet had returned to normal once she picked up the wrench she was currently holding onto. And then, once she showed signs of being satisfied with the ‘find,’ the room started doing… whatever it was trying to do.


    In short, the Vault was actively reacting to her and stringing her along. It was as if the entire sequence of events ever since she unlocked the front door had been orchestrated to guide her here. Of course, it was possible to dismiss these happenings as coincidences, but even a follower of Kevin was having a hard time believing this was all happenstance.


    “Do vzryva ostalos dve minuty!”


    “Also,” spoke the golem out loud, “is it me or is that thing counting down?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Some of the words, they sound vaguely like ‘minutes’ and ‘seconds’ don’t they?”


    “Now that you mention it… Yeah, they do.”


    “Not only that, but that voice speaks up every 30 seconds precisely. Here, watch.”


    The golem held out her free left hand and began to move it up and down at a beat of once per second in accordance with her Tick Counter Skill.


    “Twenty seven. Twenty eight. Twenty nine. Thirty!”


    And then, as if right on cue-


    “Do vzryva ostalos odna minuta i tridtsat sekundy!”


    “Okay. This is definitely not a good thing. What is it counting down to, though? I mean as much as I’d like for it to be cookies and sunshine, it’s probably something a lot more horrible.”


    “… Hey, Plus? I just had a thought. I seem to recall the main reason why the Ritz has been having so much trouble studying the artifacts left behind by the Original Artificer.”


    “What? How is that relevant to our situation?”


    “Well… her more complex creations apparently have a habit of, uh, self destructing if thoughtlessly tampered with.”


    “I see. And, uh, how bad is this ‘self destruct,’ do you reckon?”


    “You remember that asshole that exploded our face off?”


    “Of course I do.”


    “Imagine something like that, only enveloping the entire Vault.”


    “… Fuck.”


    “Yeah…”


    The two of them then fell into a brief silence with the alarm screeching in the background.


    “Do vzryva ostalos odna minuta!”


    At least until that voice made itself known yet again.


    “But… this is all a guess, isn’t it?” offered Plus. “I mean you could be wrong about all this, right?”


    “And if it were any other day, I might agree. However… I’m on a roll.”


    “Oh. Right.”


    “So. Shall we leap into the hole now?”


    “Yes. Let’s.”


    It may not have been the smartest decision, but it definitely seemed like a healthier alternative to being blown to smithereens.


  




  Deep Thoughts 1


  

    Fizzy plummeted down the hole opened up by the Vault’s mysterious-but-not-really controller. She bounced off the metal-lined walls a few times before her body began falling directly downwards. Flashing yellow lights built into the surroundings blurred past her during her descent. Their presence was very much a good thing, because they were the only source of illumination she had now that the shaft’s entrance had disappeared somewhere overhead. As she stabilized her fall and twisted her body around to face downwards, however, she realized that even that small comfort was about to disappear. The metal covered section of the shaft disappeared abruptly, giving way to a vertical tunnel covered with nothing but rock for walls.


    


    

      

        

          
            	
              
You have left Lednik Dva.


            
          


        

      


    


    


    A few seconds later, she felt her body bounce off a protruding stone, slightly slowing her descent and altering its trajectory. She began sporadically colliding with the uneven walls, causing her metal body to produce a burst of sparks every time she did. Being knocked about so much was beginning to deal damage to her, at which point she activated Parallel One and entrusted her vitality to Plus. The Holy Lights aimed at herself momentarily bathed her surroundings in a radiant light, through which she was able to grasp two very important things.


    Namely that this part of the shaft was not only tighter, but also had a slight incline to it. Realizing this was her chance to gain some control over her freefall, she twisted her body around to face the direction of the steep slope and tried to grab onto it. Her fingers and toes dug into the sheer cliff face, making them screech loudly and spark brightly as they tore up the rocky surface.


    “Is it working?!” asked an excited Plus. “Seems to be working, right?!”


    “Shut up and focus on keeping our hands and feet attached!” yelled back Fizzy. “I need those to do things!”


    “Right! Holy Light!”


    The Parallel entity’s outburst, ill-timed as it was, was still very much correct. The golem’s actions had indeed killed a good deal of her speed, if the rate at which her surroundings whizzed by her was any indication. If it was like this, then surely she could avoid making too hard of an impact against the ground.


    *DONNNNNNNNNNNNN*


    At least that’s what she thought until her butt collided with something huge and metal.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Your body suffers damage from the fall. HP -835.

Proficiency level increased. Shock Absorption is now Level 4. END +4. STR +2.


            
          


        

      


    


    “Well, that could’ve gone worse,” remarked Plus.


    “Yeah. Though I wonder what it is we hit? It definitely didn’t sound like rock bottom.”


    “Let’s check it out, then! Holy Light!”


    The flash produced by the healing Spell revealed that the thing Fizzy and Plus had hit on their way down was the torso of that iron colossus they saw back in the Vault. The massive construct had gotten badly damaged during the fall, making it lose all of its limbs save for half of a right arm. It then got lodged in this narrow section of the tunnel to become what was essentially a steel bridge that led to nowhere. It obviously lurched a bit due to the golem’s butt making an impact on it, but it seemed a stable enough foothold for the moment. Fizzy let out a breathless sigh of relief as she turned off Parallel Plot Skill and allowed her MP to recover as best it could.


    *RRRRUMBLE*


    The break didn’t last long, however, as her surroundings began to shake about a little while later It was a violent tremor that dislodged rocks and stones from the walls, making them rattle loudly against what was left of the metal titan’s body. The quake also made the ‘bridge’ wobble and groan, but didn’t manage to dislodge it. Fizzy didn’t have much of a chance to inspect its structural integrity, however, as she was too busy dreading the source of that violent tremor. And indeed, a single glance upward confirmed that yet another in a long line of guesses had proven to be true.


    The Vault had erased itself in a rather spectacular fashion, and the resulting flaming debris were currently tumbling down the hole towards the golem.


    “Oh, come on!”


    Fizzy let out a complaint as she leaped off the temporary stop and continued falling downwards along the steep slow. Rather than trying to slow her descent, however, she now let her body slide against the near-vertical incline, letting her shield and the left side of her lower body bear the brunt of it.. The molten wreckage from above was in hot pursuit, but didn’t seem to be catching up to her at all. In fact, the worst of it had collided with the metal titan’s body, blocking off most of the tunnel and allowing only the smaller pieces to fall through. There was no telling how long that would last though, as Fizzy imagined it would buckle under the unimaginable weight piling on top of it sooner rather than later.


    After about almost a minute of skidding along the steep incline, the tunnel came to an abrupt end. However, rather than smashing into the ground feet first, the gnome suddenly found herself in another completely uncontrolled fall. With her sole source of traction gone, she flailed around wildly for a second or two before hitting the actual ground, landing butt-first onto what could only be described as a scrap heap.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Your body suffers damage from the fall. HP - 756.


            
          


        

      


    


    The piled up debris of ages past crumpled under her shiny metal ass, becoming something of a cushion that absorbed her momentum and considerably softened the impact. Fizzy then immediately healed herself with what little MP she had remaining, scrambled to her feet and started running without even trying to get her bearings in this total darkness. Thankfully her surroundings were predominantly made of metal, so her Metallopathy was able to roughly guide her through the junk-filled maze and allow her to vacate her landing site. Her hustle bore fruit, as a deluge of flaming Vault debris began to pour out of the ceiling. They bathed the area in a bright red light as they fell on top of roughly the same spot Fizzy had touched down on, where they continued to smolder.


    From what little she was able to see from her momentarily lit up surroundings, Fizzy determined she was in the middle of a vast dome-shaped cavern. The ceiling was dotted with circular holes similar to the one she came out of, suggesting that there were multiple places that fed into this one spot. Combined with the sea of junk around her, the only conclusion she could reach was that this was some sort of ancient dumping site. She had gotten the impression that the Original Artificer had been a hoarder that never threw anything out, but that was proven to have been a misunderstanding.


    While the bits and pieces in the Vault were of poor quality, they at least had potential uses. The stuff down here, on the other hand, was complete trash. Channeling her Metallopathy through it made it abundantly clear most of it was rotten, rusted, tarnished, corroded, horribly bent, molten through or otherwise ruined. It would appear that the Original Artificer simply had a slightly different standard on what she considered ‘useless junk’ than Fizzy did. Even she would have a hard time putting any of this stuff too good use, despite her ability to restore metal to pristine condition with her magic. In fact, just touching it filled the golem with an infuriating itching sensation, which was why she wasted no time in getting away from the scrap heap right away.


    Using the lingering flames of the Vault’s wreckage as a light source, she then did a thorough inspection of her body. All of her limbs were still attached and in working order, which was a good thing. The shield was as unblemished as it always was, although her butt and thigh were both scratched up pretty badly. Thankfully it was nothing another Holy Light wouldn’t fix. She didn’t have the MP to sustain Parallel Plot for the latter half of the descent, so she was worried whether pieces of her rump might have been peeled off completely. Which, thankfully, didn’t seem to be the case.


    Next, she confirmed the state of her equipment. The spring-loaded knife strapped to her right arm was in place and functioning properly, though her electrified backpack had been banged up pretty hard in the fall and no longer functioned. It was nothing that some metal healing couldn’t fix once her MP recovered somewhat, though. The same went for her newly acquired wrench, which she had stuck to the side of her body with her magnetic abilities.


    Deciding this was a good opportunity, Fizzy then appraised the oversized tool with her Metallopathy.


    “Man, this thing’s a lot sturdier than it looks,” she commented. “I bet its mechanisms would’ve still worked even if I didn’t bother trying to protect it.


    “Well, it’s the Original Artificer’s handiwork, right? Something like this is only to be expected.”


    “I suppose.”


    “Have you decided on a name for it yet?” asked Plus with a voice brimming with anticipation.


    “A name? What?”


    “Uh, hello?! All legendary badasses had names for their weapons, so it wouldn’t do if we were somehow left out of that tradition, right?!”


    “I guess that’s true. Does that cliche still apply if it isn’t really a weapon, though?”


    “Are you or are you not going to smash skulls with it?”


    “Right, good point. I guess giving it a name does sound pretty interesting. I suppose you already have a suggestion in mind, yeah?”


    “I sure do! We should call it the Grindy Crushy Death Wrench of Awesomeness!”


    “… Uh, no, I don’t think so. That just sounds silly.”


    “Oh… Yeah… I guess…” said Plus in a clearly disappointed voice. “Don’t suppose you have any ideas, then?”


    “Hmmm… It needs to be something memorable, unique,” mused Fizzy as she looked it over. “A name that doesn’t take away from the quality of its craftsmanship, yet is simple and easy for plebeians to understand to memorize. Something like… the Iron Teeth!”


    The golem then pulled the lever in the handle, causing the newly-christened Iron Teeth to roar in response as it clenched the huge aperture completely closed. Calling it that was somewhat misleading since there were no actual teeth nor iron involved in its construction, but it was probably good enough for the simple minded masses.


    “Oh-hoh! A wonderful name, as expected of myself!”


    “Huhuhu… well, I am pretty smart if I do say so- Oh, shit!”


    The self-congratulatory session was suddenly cut short, however, when Fizzy realized something rather dire. The Bag of Holding that held her emergency supplies had been ripped open during the fall, and its contents were nowhere to be found, which was a big problem. Even if she didn’t need food or drink, the golem could’ve made good use of the tools and explosives she had stuffed in there. There was no telling what she might run into down here, so lacking those combat options was neither tasty, nor shiny. She had also lost that flask of metal polish she bought back in Gun Tarum, so making herself shine was going to be quite difficult.


    She briefly considered looking around for the lost items, but gave up on it almost immediately. They had most likely been teleported to random spots within two or three kilometers around her when the enchanted container’s spatial magic had become undone. Which, considering that she was deep underground when it happened, meant that her belongings had been more or less lost for good. She wasn’t even sure at what point during her frantic descent the Bag of Holding had been torn up, which only added to the potential area those items would’ve wound up in.


    “Say, how deep are we anyway?” asked Plus in an attempt to get them back on track.


    Fizzy went silent for a second as she began doing some mental math.


    “I’d say about five, maybe six kilometers down.”


    It was a rough estimate based on how long the descent lasted, how heavy her body was and the amount of speed she would’ve lost while dragging her hide along the shaft’s wall.


    “That much?! How in Marlene’s name are we supposed to get back to the surface?!”


    “I’m working on it.”


    “Can’t we just climb back out the way we fell?! Maybe the Vault is still-!”


    There was a loud groan and a series of tremors as yet more flaming wreckage spilled out from the ceiling and contributed to the smoldering junk heap a dozen or so meters away from Fizzy.


    “… Nevermind. So, uh, what’s the plan, boss?”


    “Well, first things first. This fire won’t last long, so I think we should get our bearings while we still have light.”


    Through her exploration of the cavern, Fizzy was able to quickly determine that the ground was much too flat and the ceiling was much too spherical for this cavern to be a natural formation. The circular floor had a radius of about 20 to 23 meters, and the chamber had a height of about 15 meters at its tallest point. There were a total of 14 round tunnels lining the walls at ground level, with 6 more visible overhead. Each of them seemed to have been carved out of the surrounding bedrock through unknown means, though the smoothness of their walls suggested some type of corrosive acid had come into play.


    The golem then began to rifle through the junkyard in an attempt to find a more permanent source of illumination. She knew this was something of a futile effort, but she kept searching all the same until the fires died out and she was surrounded by complete darkness once more. Which turned out to be a good thing, as it allowed Fizzy to spot a faint blue light seeping out of the gaps in a nearby pile of scrap.


    She eagerly dug into the trash heap until she happened upon a stack of cylindrical metal drums. There twenty of them in total, and each of them was slightly taller and wider than herself. They seemed to be made out of lead and were marked with the same symbol, though most of the paint had peeled off due to the passage of time. The only thing Fizzy could tell about it was that it used to be a yellow circle with maybe black markings towards the middle, but that was it. She had never seen anything like this before, but the fact she was able to see it at all was what was truly important here.


    And the reason for the increased visibility was that one of those barrels had a rupture in it, allowing a mysterious glowing liquid to seep out of it. The pale blue light it gave off was rather weak and failed to illuminate more than half a meter around the puddle, but it was surely better than nothing. On a hunch, Fizzy ripped open the lid of one of the other lead drums, revealing that it was full of the same liquid. Except that this particular batch seemed ‘fresher,’ for lack of a better word, as the bright cyan light it gave off was so intense that it momentarily blinded her.


    Thankfully Fizzy was a golem and not a pathetic meatbag, so her eyes only took less than a second to adjust to the new light source without any sort of pain or discomfort. Even if she was glad for finding this stuff, however, the aspiring Artificer couldn’t help but be suspicious of it considering it was her first time laying eyes on something like this. There was also the fact that its mere presence down here seemed to imply that it was something the Original Artificer herself had deemed as useless garbage.


    Still, beggars couldn’t be choosers, so Fizzy decided to test the waters, as it were. She picked up a random metal rod off the ground and, after healing it with her magic, began stirring the strange substance. Calling it a ‘liquid’ seemed a bit generous though, as it turned out to have a very thick, almost chunky consistency. It clung incessantly to the renewed rod Fizzy had poked it with, and refused to completely come off of it no matter how vigorously she swung it around. The droplets that flew off then stained her surroundings, which ever-so-slightly raised the light levels around her. The important part was that the metal rod had not corroded or dissolved in the slightest, meaning it was probably safe for a golem like her to handle this stuff directly.


    Not that she had any intentions of doing so. Unenchanted iron was one thing, but there was no telling how this stuff would react to her mana-charged mithril skin. So rather than pour the stuff all over her as was her first instinct, she instead used some old buckets to scoop the goop out of its lead container and begin splashing it all over the stone walls around her. About 10 minutes and half a drum later, the junkyard was bathed in a serene cyan light that provided all the visibility she needed. She had no idea how long this glow-in-the-dark ‘paint’ would last before it grew dim, but she had a feeling it would probably be in the scope of years and decades rather than hours or days.


    Next up, she decided it was time to try exploring one of the surrounding tunnels. She hoisted one of the still sealed lead barrels out of the trash heap and set it down in front of the nearest hole in the wall. She then tipped it over on its side and, after carefully puncturing a small hole in the lid with some random spear-like piece of junk, began rolling it down the tunnel. The glowing trail it left behind was more than enough to not only illuminate her path, but also make sure she wouldn’t get lost. If it was like this, she was sure she could map the place out in no time flat.


    Unfortunately, she soon realized she was underestimating how vast these underground passages really were. The tunnel she had went into was long and winding, with many branching paths that looped in on themselves. It wasn’t until 16 hours and two barrels’ worth of glowing goop later that she had finished exploring the area, though the results were rather depressing. Each and every path she explored had either ended in a dead end, or became impossible for her to traverse due to it becoming too small or curving upwards in a way that made it impossible to climb.


    She failed to come across any living things aside from some plus-sized earthworms poking their heads out of a loose patch of soil, but that didn’t mean she was alone down here. Her sharp ears were able to pick up distant skittering and screeching sounds that echoed gently through the tunnels, but was unable to pinpoint their origins. She could only assume they came in from those gaps she couldn’t go into without risking a cave in, but there was no telling what sort of creature they actually belonged to.


    Fizzy returned to the vast cavern she originally fell into, feeling disheartened and a little bit annoyed at having wasted her time. She began exploring the other tunnels in turn, but her mood only turned more and more sour after being treated to the same results as before. A few days later all she had to show for her efforts were a whole lot of glowing lines and zero ideas on how to reach the surface. It wasn’t until the fifth day after her descent that something noteworthy actually happened.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Your target has expired due to the mysterious toxin.


            
          


        

      


    


    “… Who the what now?”


    The golem had been in the middle of exploring the fourth tunnel entrance when she got a completely unexpected notification.


    “What’s up, Fizzy?”


    “I just got a message stating that I apparently killed something via an ‘unknown toxin.’”


    “… Huh? For real?”


    “Yeah. Got some Metal Golem XP for it, too.”


    “But… we haven’t even run into anything that qualifies as an opponent yet since those bastards keep avoiding us!”


    “I am well aware of that, Plus.”


    “Right, sorry.”


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Your target has expired due to the mysterious toxin.


            
          


        

      


    


    “Ah, got the same message a second time just now.”


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Your target has expired due to the mysterious toxin.


            
          


        

      


    


    “Make that a third, actually.”


    “Okay, this is officially weird. You don’t suppose this blue stuff we’ve been leaving all over the place is to blame, do you?”


    “I don’t see what else it could be. I mean I’m perfectly fine, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t poisonous to whatever creatures have been avoiding us over the past few days. Those stupid meatbags must’ve fallen into it or something like that.”


    “Hmm… should we go investigate one of the tunnels we’ve already been to?”


    “Yeah, let’s do that.”


    Having decided on this new course of action, Fizzy immediately abandoned the lead drum she had been carrying with her on the spot and turned back towards the central hub.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
…

Your target has expired due to the mysterious toxin.

Your target has expired due to the mysterious toxin.

Your target has expired due to the mysterious toxin.

Your target has expired due to the mysterious toxin.

Your target has expired due to the mysterious toxin.

Your target has expired due to the mysterious toxin.

Your target has expired due to the mysterious toxin.

…


            
          


        

      


    


    The same notifications continued to trickle in as she walked, making her Metal Golem Level go up at a steady pace all the while. What started off with three became five, then a dozen, then twenty, then fifty as the messages gradually increasing in frequency. By the time she managed to return to the junkyard some four and a half hours later, the body count had already reached triple digit territory and refused to stop climbing. She then proceeded warily down the first tunnel she ever visited with a tight grip on the Iron Teeth. She had also stopped keeping track of the number of casualties attributed to her actions at around the 240 mark, as she needed to focus on her surroundings.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Level up!

Congratulations, you are now a Level 40 Metal Golem! STR +3. END +3. AGI +2. FTH +1.


            
          


        

      


    


    It was around the time that her Metal Golem Job had Leveled Up for the fourth consecutive time in 10 hours that she finally found one of her supposed victims. It was a monstrous scorpion that was roughly 3 meters long without even counting its stinger-tipped tail. It had six arachnid legs instead of eight, and only two eyes at the front of its face. Its most distinct feature, however, was its purple crystalline shell covering the entirety of its body. Its rough surface sparkled in a rather captivating manner due to the serene blue light given off by the trail of poisonous slime on the ground.


    Most importantly of all, though, was the fact that it lay there absolutely still and lifeless. Fizzy approached the corpse carefully and prodded its oversized pincer with her weapon. This gentle nudge made the limb break off of the main body with a crumpling noise, much to her surprise. This allowed her a glimpse at the creature’s insides, revealing that it was not actually a crystalline golem subspecies or variant, as had been her first guess.


    Beneath that glimmering carapace lay what looked like it might have been meat at some point. However, even someone with zero interest in either having or consuming flesh like Fizzy was able to tell it was rotting, despite the fact it hadn’t been even half a day since it died. It probably smelled the part, too, making the golem quietly thankful she no longer had access to that particular sense of hers.


    The important thing to take away from this impromptu autopsy was that whatever this thing was, it was quite literally falling apart from the inside out. Now, Fizzy was by no means an expert when it came to poisons and toxins, but even she was sure this was extremely unusual. Not even the undeath-spreading disease known as the Blight had this sort of effect on living flesh.


    Most interesting of all was that the scorpion-thing bore no signs of actually ingesting or even touching the stuff. The golem knew from personal experience that this stuff stained incredibly badly, which was why she had been extra careful not to get any of it on her. The body didn’t have a single glowing drop anywhere on it either, regardless of whether it be its shell or its mouth.


    In fact, it was actively avoiding the stuff if its position was any indication. Fizzy had tried her best to leave the glowing trail on her left-hand side when going inwards in accordance to a trick she picked up during her time in Azurvale on the subject of dealing with mazes. The result was that she would always know which way was ‘in’ and which way was ‘out’ by simply noting which side of the path her markings were on. So the fact that the trail was on the corpse’s right side meant that it was actually moving away from the deeper parts of the tunnel system.


    Fizzy followed the direction it had seemingly come from, coming across more and more of the creatures’ corpses, both small and large. She kept looking for the source of these things until she eventually came upon a familiar part of the cave network. It was the place where she had abandoned the first drum of glowing goop after it had become almost completely empty, but it was not at all the way she left it.


    For starters, the barrel itself had been smashed and ripped up rather viciously, allowing what residue remained inside to pool slightly on the ground. The other and arguably far more important difference was the fact that this path was no longer a dead end, as evidenced by the freshly dug out tunnel in the cavern’s floor.


    The golem once again tightened her grip on the Iron Teeth and warily went into that new passageway. It sloped downwards a forty degree angle, leading her to a greater depth than the she had ever been before. It wasn’t all that dark, either, as a trickle of the ‘mysterious toxin’ had found its way down the path. Not only that, but Fizzy herself seemed to glow slightly, though she did her best to ignore that particular can of worms until she reached the bottom.


    And when she did, she found herself at the edge of a spacious cavern, extremely similar in size and shape to the one she had originally landed in. It did not have a junkyard of its own, or indeed any scrap at all, but that didn’t mean it was empty. Its walls were actually lined with weaving vine-like patterns of glowing blue liquid, which must have seeped into this place through cracks and gaps in the tunnels Fizzy had already visited. As for the results of this accidental spillage, they were all strewn about on the floor.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Your target has expired due to the mysterious toxin.

Your target has expired due to the mysterious toxin.

Feat of strength performed! You have unlocked a new Perk: Slayer of Shardlings.


            
          


        

      


    


    Hundreds of dead or dying crystal scorpions - or Shardlings, as they were apparently called - lay around the ground in a disorganized fashion. Some were decomposing rapidly on the spot, while other moaned and wailed in clear agony as they waited for death to claim them. It was a grim scene that made Fizzy realize that she should probably stop playing around with that mysterious chemical that was well beyond her understanding.


    However, this conclusion wasn’t borne out of guilt or pity or anything like that. If anything, she was actually quite glad at how things turned out considering the rate she was acquiring Levels. On the other hand, she now knew that this glowing goop was capable of killing things en masse through proximity alone. This meant that she could no longer afford to splash it all over the place like she had done up until that point. Otherwise her actions would be interpreted as both willingly and knowingly damaging the natural environment, thereby violating the Taboo of Zephyra, Goddess of Rain and Travel. She even considered doing a bit of cleanup just to be on the safe side, but she had a far more pressing matter to attend to.


    Which was to drop down to her knees on the spot and pray fervently, thanking Jose from the bottom of her core for being blessed with a golem’s body. If it wasn’t for that, then she surely would’ve died a hundred times over by now, considering her level of exposure to that ‘mysterious toxin.’ She also showed her gratitude to whoever it was that had, in their infinite wisdom, decreed that both the ‘willing’ and ‘knowing’ criterias had to be fulfilled in order for a Taboo to be issued. It was surely a way to separate those acting out of malice from those acting out of ignorance, which was extremely fortunate for the golem, as her case was most definitely the latter.


    After all, it was hardly Fizzy’s fault that the Original Artificer left so much highly radioactive waste just lying around where anyone could find it, right?


  




  Deep Thoughts 2


  

    Fizzy sat cross legged atop a pile of junk. Her eyes were closed and she was leaning forward with her hands pressing against the scrap beneath her. The radioactive waste she had foolishly smeared all over the walls bathed her in a soft blue light, a constant reminder of why she should not tamper with things she did not understand. She honestly felt like it was a small miracle she hadn’t been slapped with Zephyra’s Taboo yet, but there was no telling what might happen in the future. Even if the damage was already done, it definitely had the potential to get worse, and the golem had not made a single effort to contain or clean up the contamination.


    Truthfully speaking though, what could she really do? It had already seeped into the rocks to a degree that it was impossible to wash off. And even if she somehow did that, she had nowhere to store the bright blue goop. This crisis was already well beyond a single golem’s abilities to rectify it, even though she was more or less solely responsible for it. Therefore, Fizzy had decided to stop mess around with something that was beyond her comprehension before she made it any worse. She would instead focus her attention on getting herself out of this damned hole.


    At least that was an issue she might actually succeed in resolving.


    “There it is!”


    Having located what she was looking for with Metallopathy, the golem began digging through the mountain of scrap. She rifled through it for a few minutes, being careful not to damage any potential salvage even further. Eventually she managed to get the thing she was looking for - an iron sprocket that was about the size of her head. She promptly healed the corroded metal with her magic, but even that wasn’t enough to restore it to prime condition. The ravages of time had robbed the cogwheel of a few of its many teeth, which rendered them beyond the Paladin’s ability to repair.


    That was fine though. Even if it wasn’t ideal, it was the best she could hope to get out of the Original Artificer’s century-old junkyard. She’d spent the past eight hours or so looking for one of these, and was loathe to keep searching for more. Finding a specific part amidst this scrap heap was like looking for a needle in a nailstack, so she decided to just make do with what she had.


    Clutching her new find in her shiny fist, Fizzy climbed out of the pit she’d made. She walked down and then away from the massive junk pile at a rapid pace, arriving at her makeshift workshop shortly after. Here she was using a large steel plate she had dredged up as a workbench. On top of it lay a myriad of salvaged parts and tools, all scattered around a curious cylindrical contraption that was almost as big as she was.


    Having been cobbled together from various bits and pieces gave Fizzy’s new project a rather dissonant appearance. The welded plates that made up its outer shell were all mismatched and made out of different metals. The panel that was opened up and allowed a glance at its inner workings revealed a haphazard mess of cogs, springs, coils and wires that were clearly never meant to be part of the same mechanism. Objectively looking at it, this whole thing looked like it was being held together by spit and wishful thinking. Which, considering the fact that golems couldn’t salivate, was something of a testiment to Fizzy’s ingenuity.


    As for the Artificer herself, she wasted no time in getting to work. She grabbed a screwdriver and began taking apart the device’s innards. After a short while, she pulled out a sprocket similar to the one she had just found, except that this one was a size smaller. She replaced it with the slightly bigger one and deftly reassembled the rest of it.


    Once she was done, she reached over and spun a metal drum inside the contraption with her hand. Its innards began clicking and clanking in response as the mechanism was put through a quick dry run. Its clockwork heart skipped a few beats due to several of its components being flawed, but it worked for the most part.


    Satisfied with the outcome, Fizzy tightened the last few bolts and screws into place and closed up the panel. She walked around to one side of it where there was a circular opening and shoved a meter long metal pole into it. She then went to the butt-end of the cannon-shaped device and used some cables to hook it up to the electric charge pack she brought with her from the surface.


    With her preparations complete, the golem turned on the portable power generator, and her creation began spooling up. It rattled and vibrated as if trying to shake itself apart, but remained intact until the humming and buzzing noises coming from it reached their peak. Fizzy then pulled a lever sticking out of the side, causing the metal pole she’d inserted earlier to shoot out of the barrel with a heavy thud. It flew across the underground cavern and made impact with its wall some thirty meters away.


    The golem powered down her makeshift railgun and went to inspect what had become of her projectile. She had aimed it at a two meter wide metal plate she had leaned against the wall earlier, but the results were far from what she expected. The steel rod had veered so far to the right that it had completely missed not only the bullseye, but the target itself, causing it to become embedded halfway into the rock wall.


    “Damn, too much lateral divergence, huh?” she lamented out loud.


    “It was still a lot better than the last time we tried,” commented Plus.


    “That’s an understatement. At least the power behind it was adequate. I’ll try recalibrating it a bit to see if I can compensate for all the shaking.”


    “You sure this is a simple matter of recalibration? I mean, I know this is your design and all, but still…”


    “It’s not really mine though,” argued the golem. “Most of it is based on the mag-rail’s drive core. I’m just trying to replicate it on a smaller scale.”


    “Don’t sell yourself short, Fizzy. You did all this in a cave with a box of scraps. Even if it’s not wholly original, that’s gotta count for something!”


    “I suppose you have a point there. I guess I’ll see about getting a patent for the launching mechanism once we get back topside, but right now I need to see if I can get those parts to properly work together.”


    With that said, the Artificer resumed tinkering with and fine-tuning her creation. After about three more hours she had improved the accuracy to a point where she was consistently hitting the target. Getting a shot onto the bullseye was more or less impossible without a good deal of luck, though.


    “Hmm… What’d you think, Plus? Good enough?”


    “More than enough, if you ask me. I say we load her up and move out!”


    “Yeah, might as well.”


    Having made up both of her minds, Fizzy lifted the rail launcher onto her shoulder and walked off towards one of the many tunnels leading out of the cavern. The glow from the irradiated trash pit at her back began to fade rapidly once she headed down the passage in question. Yet at the same time she didn’t have difficulty seeing where she was going since she had unintentionally become her own light source. Fizzy’s mithril frame had soaked up so much radiation over the past ten days that she was currently glowing with a ghostly white light. She wasn’t sure when it had happened or what sort of consequences this stuff might have, but as Plus put it, it was better than falling down a hole because she couldn’t see it.


    After about half an hour of walking she reached an old iron cart track with a pair of plain mining carts on it. She loaded her newest creation into the rear cart, as the one in front was already full with bits and pieces she’d prepared earlier. With her luggage safely secured, the golem began pushing both carts forward. The wheels squealed and groaned as they went, which was mostly because Fizzy didn’t have grease or oil for them. Even if her magic restored these rust buckets to serviceable condition, reapplying the lubricants was beyond her means.


    As the golem train made its way down the passage, Fizzy began to pick up on skittering and crumbling noises both in front and behind. The fact she could pick those up over the racket the carts were making was a testament to how loud those foreign sounds were, which in turn implied there were lots of things making them.


    However, nothing would dare charge out of the darkness at the glowing golem.


    Past experiences had made the arachnid shardlings that made their home in this part of the tunnels quite wary of attacking the shiny stranger. They tried the first time she passed through here, but were soundly beaten up by Fizzy and her Iron Teeth. The ones that escaped the battle passed away several hours later due to the lethal dose of radiation they had exposed themselves to. Hence why this particular swarm of crystalline scorpions were actively avoiding engaging her in battle. Even if they somehow won, they’d all end up dying from radiation poisoning anyway.


    At least for the most part. There were some individuals among the shardlings that had somehow grown resistant to the radiation after being exposed to it, though it had also mutated them. Not the useful kind of mutation where they grow extra limbs or become larger, either, but the type that left them with grotesque tumors. These lumps of anomalous flesh would spill out from beneath their gem-like carapace, resulting either in limited range of movement, general sluggishness, higher vulnerability to attack, or all three at the same time.


    The bottom line was that even the ones that would survive just being in Fizzy’s presence would be far too weak to actually pose a threat to her. Under such circumstances, the shardlings had tacitly agreed to stay out of her way. Things might have been different if this were a dungeon, but the lack of a dungeon core egging them on meant the monsters were quite happy to obey their survival instincts.


    Which was decidedly a good thing from Fizzy’s perspective. Sure, killing these gigantic scorpions was good XP, but they might damage her equipment if a fight broke out here and now. Although her mithril hide was resistant to it, those things had a corrosive breath that played havoc on non-magical metals. For instance, the tracks she was pushing the carts along were already covered in rust even though she had fixed them up just a few days ago. True, it wasn’t too big of a deal since she could just use her magic on them again, but it was still an annoying diversion.


    After spending the better part of a day crossing a distance of about sixty to seventy kilometers, Fizzy finally arrived at her destination. The straight and narrow tunnel she had been following suddenly gave way to a massive cavern that had a literal river of lava running through it. This magma flow was actually the root of the golem’s current problem, as it left a gaping chasm at least twenty meters wide that impeded her progress.


    “Well… here we are again, I suppose,” she mused aloud.


    “Y’know, I was kind of hoping the lava would get bored and leave while we were gone. I don’t suppose just waiting around until it cooled down is an option?”


    “Uh, no. Well, I guess it kinda is, but I’d probably go senile before this stuff cools down.”


    “… Can golems even go senile?”


    “I’d rather not find out down here, thank you very much. Besides, it’s important to hang onto what little reputation I have up there.”


    Even though things had gone horribly awry, Fizzy still wanted to get admitted into the Ritz and pursue her goals as an Artificer. To that end, she had to actually leave this accursed underground, and this tunnel was her best bet. It was the only one that had been dug out by people rather than monsters, as evidenced by the presence of actual mining equipment.


    She just wished she had realized earlier that heading down the sole square tunnel was probably better than wasting her time with all the circular ones. At the very least the environmental disaster she unleashed had boosted her Metal Golem Job all the way up to Level 43, so it was by no means a total waste. She still got the odd message of things dying from the poisonous goop once or twice a day, but for the most part there appeared to be no more survivors left in its wake.


    Then there was the matter of whether her poisonous presence was permanent or not, but that was a problem she could address once she got out of here. Her biggest concern right now was getting safely across that molten chasm. She could clearly see more mining cart tracks on the other side of it, which disappeared down a tunnel on the opposite side. There were also some remains of a collapsed bridge on either side of the chasm, so it was quite obvious the tracks passed over the lava flow at some point. She couldn’t be sure whether they led to the surface or not, but she was definitely bound to find something on the other side there.


    Which was where her latest creation came into play.


    Fizzy wasted no time and pushed the two mine carts closer to the red-hot crevasse. She reached into the leading one and pulled out numerous steel rods of varying length and thickness. She then hastily assembled a sort of tri-legged scaffold like an artist’s easel, although its legs had been hammered into the rocky ground to provide stability. Next, she carefully lifted the makeshift rail cannon out of the rear cart and affixed it to the tripod platform.


    After confirming everything was securely bolted in place, she returned to the first mine cart and took out a heavy-duty roller chain, which had links about the size of her fist. She had retrieved this particular article from the wreckage of that iron giant that fell with her. It seemed like that colossus’s fists were designed to be launched as projectiles and this thing would then be used to reel them back in. Frankly speaking, it was a bit of a ludicrous design idea, but if any chain could stand the sort of strain involved, it would be this one. Fizzy had already personally confirmed its toughness and deemed it more than suitable enough for her purposes.


    She dragged the absurdly long string of metal links over to her cannon and fed it into the special compartment at the back until it spilled out of the front. She then returned to her improvised parts wagon and retrieved the final piece - a meter-long grappling hook of her own design. She connected the butt end of it to the chain and then armed the cannon with it, thus completing her preparations.


    “So… moment of truth?” asked Fizzy with a smirk on her face.


    “Hell yeah!” cheered Plus. “Let’s show this lava who’s boss!”


    A flip of the switch and a spool of the coils later, the prototype Insta-Bridger™ fired its payload. The grappling hook flew beautifully through the air while dragging the heavy chain with it. It crossed the twenty meter gap with little to no difficulty even with the added weight, landing squarely in the middle of an outcropping of rocks.


    “Alright! Direct hit!”


    Fizzy grasped the chain and pulled on it with a celebratory shout. The grappling hook successfully got caught on the rocks, causing the chain to go taut. The golem then unbolted the Insta-Bridger™ from its tripod and disassembled the stand. She then drove the freshly liberated steel rods through the chain’s links, effectively nailing it to the ground. She pushed the rail cannon forward towards the ridge until half of it dangled over the lava. The golem completed her preparations for stage two by turning her portable power pack back on and putting the rail cannon’s firing mechanism in reverse.


    Then, in a move that would normally be considered pure madness, Fizzy straddled the Insta-Bridger™ and pulled the trigger. With both ends of the metal tether securely locked in place, the device ended up pushing itself and its passenger across the chasm at high speeds while using the chain as a guideline. It only took about a second for it to reach the other side, whereupon it crashed into the cliff edge, throwing the mentally unstable Artificer onto the rocky ground.


    Fizzy picked herself up and dusted herself off, then glanced towards her creation. The Insta-Bridger™ had adopted an appearance that was closer to a Insta-Crushed-Can™. The abused device hung on for a few more seconds before it split apart, fell off the chain, and plummeted into the lava below where it would become Insta-Molten-Scrap™.


    “Well,” she said after a short pause, “that wasn’t supposed to happen.”


    The chain that held up the device and herself had sagged way more than she intended. If it wasn’t for that, she would’ve had enough height to clear the ridge safely.


    “I guess this supersteel stuff has more give to it than I thought.”


    The material she was referring to was the strange metal that made up the chain that carried her. It was the same material that the Vault’s doors and a lot of the Original Artificer’s stuff was forged out of. It looked like steel but was better than the stuff in almost every way, so ‘supersteel’ definitely seemed like an apt label for it.


    “Uh, Fizzy? Not for nothing, but even if we didn’t hit the ledge, wouldn’t we have just smacked head-first into the rocks where the grappling hook is?”


    “Yeah, that was the original plan.”


    “So… you went through this knowing full well that thing you worked so hard on would be Insta-Smashed-Beyond-Repair™?”


    “Stop that.”


    “Sorry.”


    “And yeah, I did.”


    “So… how is this outcome any worse from the one you expected?”


    “We were supposed to have solid ground under our feet when it happened. Not a river of molten rock.”


    “Right. Good point.”


    The mithril golem and her alter ego continued to watch silently as the heavy-duty chain rattled quietly over the river of lava.


    “We’re not going back there again, are we?”


    “Nope.”


    “And we just lost our trusty electric charge pack.”


    “Yup.”


    “Well… poop.”


    “Quite.”


    The pair fell silent again as they continued to stare at the metal chain. The way it swayed gently in the hot air current drifting up from underneath had an almost hypnotic quality to it.


    “At least we still have our fancy new wrench, right?”


    “Yeah. The Iron Teeth is in the Bag of Holding strapped to my back.”


    “That’s good, because I think we’re going to need it in the next few seconds.”


    “Funny. I was just thinking the same thing.”


    After all, what were the odds that the rhythmic thumping noise coming out of the tunnel behind her was being made by something friendly?


  




  Deep Thoughts 3


  

    “Ah, yes! Hello, there!”


    A distorted, tinny, crackling, and yet undeniably cheerful male voice drifted out of the tunnel in front of Fizzy. Its owner emerged shortly afterwards, revealing to the battle-ready golem that it was an unarmed automaton. It was about the size of a human and had the same overall shape, although nobody in their right mind would mistake it for a person. Its body was very clearly that of a mechanized doll, what with its ball-like joints and skeleton-like construction. It had pipes for bones, wires for veins, springs and hydraulics for muscles and what was essentially a bucket for a head. It had no face to speak of, save for the two circular lenses where the eyes would normally be and a thin vertical slot instead of a mouth.


    And yet the thing that struck Fizzy as the oddest was the black top hat on its shiny dome. She didn’t particularly mind the rest of it. In fact, being able to see part of the inner workings of an automaton was quite pleasing to her. Attractive, even. The soft tick-tocking of its clockwork heart also reminded her rather fondly of the city of Dragunov and the ‘music’ that permeated its streets.


    But seriously, what was the deal with the top hat?


    “I say,” it called out to her, “did you not hear me?”


    “Uh… Hi?” answered the stupefied golem. “I can hear you just fine.”


    “Oh, jolly good!” exclaimed the doll while clapping its hands. “Ah, I apologize for my crass manners. My designation is J-035-S, but you may call me ‘Jeeves.’ At your service.”


    The automaton finished its self introduction with a grand bow and a flourish of its hand.


    “… Okay?”


    “May I inquire as to madam’s noble name?”


    “It’s Fizzy. Fizzy Rustblood.”


    “Excellent! Well then, Fizzy Rustblood, would you be so kind as to follow me? The lady of the house has been expecting you for quite a while now.”


    “Did… did it just say our name with our own voice?” asked Plus.


    Indeed, rather than using its own synthesized tone to refer to her, this thing called Jeeves had sounded out what sounded like a recording of the golem’s own words. It was a little jarring, but nothing Fizzy couldn’t look past. Imitation was the highest form of flattery, after all.


    “Sure. I guess I got nothing better to do,” she said with a shrug.


    “Hah-ha! Quite so! Nothing is more important than the wishes of my mistress, after all! I have a feeling you and I will get along just fine, Fizzy Rustblood!”


    “Okay. Time out,” butted in Plus. “This thing is officially giving me the creeps now.”


    I know, but what choice do we have? responded Fizzy.


    “Smash it up and go on our merry way?”


    You do realize this ‘mistress’ is probably the Original Artificer herself, right?


    “Yeah? So?”


    So if anyone has a way out of this place, it has to be her. Not to mention we still need to bring something with us to impress the Ritz, especially after that Vault thing.


    “Fair enough. I guess I won’t complain if you judge it’s worth the risk. Just keep in mind she nearly blew us up, yeah?”


    Duly noted.


    With that internal discussion out of the way, Fizzy followed Jeeves into the tunnel he came out of. The automaton walked at a steady pace, though its stiff motions were like a poor parody of an actual human being’s movements. It still handled the uneven terrain rather well though, which was more than could be said about the bipedal automata the golem had seen in the city of Dragunov. Those things had a habit of tripping over the smallest thing, whereas this one was able to step over and around any rocks, bumps or other hazards in its path without even slowing its gait.


    Fizzy kept following the brass doll for a few more minutes until they arrived at a vehicle of some kind resting on top of yet more mine tracks. It looked like a steel slug that was about a meter and a half in height and width and twice as long. It was also in a much better condition than the tracks it rested on. The doors on either side of it swung upward when Jeeves approached to reveal a pair of metal seats inside it. The golem climbed into the vehicle and strapped herself in by following the automaton’s instructions. The doll itself then followed suit by taking the other seat, though it had to fold its limbs in order to fit into the relatively small cabin.


    With both passengers securely inside, the doors closed and locked themselves. The slug-train’s engine then roared mightily as it began to pick up speed, taking Fizzy further and further away from that magma flow she just traversed. The golem tried talking to her guide, but Jeeves didn’t answer any of her queries. She gave up on striking up a conversation and focused her attention towards the vehicle itself. She began inspecting it with her Metallopathy, and was rather taken aback when she perceived its reciprocating piston engine. It was a design that looked neither elegant nor efficient, but the amount of rotational force it produced was quite extraordinary.


    She didn’t have enough time to completely grasp and comprehend its construction though. Unlike the mag-rail’s magnetic drive system, this thing was completely foreign to her. It had far too many moving parts and quite a few non-metallic components for her to learn anything about it like this. Not to mention that she had literal days to study the mag-rail, whereas this particular joyride only lasted about two hours.


    “And here we are!” declared Jeeves as the two-seater train ground to a halt.


    “Here… where?”


    The solid-steel vehicle did not have windows or anything of the like, so Fizzy was quite unsure as to what awaited her outside. However, Jeeves once again ignored her query and stood perfectly still while a small whirring noise drifted out of him. Several seconds later, there was a loud click as a small white card popped halfway out of its mouth-slot. He pulled it out and handed it to the golem, who ended up accepting it almost on reflex. It appeared to be made out of some form of resin, aside from the square metallic circuit board embedded in its middle.


    “What’s this?”


    “This is an IFF token. I strongly suggest hanging onto it. Wouldn’t want the automated defenses to open fire on our guests, now, would we?”


    “I suppose not.”


    “Please do not expose the device to any magnetic fields, electric currents, lightning bolts, teleportation, size alteration, transmutation, alchemical solutions or caustic elements. Failure to do so could damage the device and cause it to break down completely or malfunction. The Engineer’s Guild holds no responsibility for any injury, dismemberment, hair loss, permanent blindness, rectal bleeding, or death that may occur as a result of improper maintenance and/or use of this device. Please refer to the provided manual for the full terms and conditions.”


    “…”


    There were several seconds of silence as Fizzy looked over the piece of fake paper in her hands. It certainly didn’t seem like the ancient weapon of terrible power this bucket of bolts was making it out to be. She was able to relax somewhat when she remembered the one telling her all this stuff was not actually a person, just a machine following its programming. Meaning that she was just given some sort of blanket statement that could apply to every Artificer invention ever.


    “Rectal bleeding?” exclaimed Plus in an incredulous tone. “Really?”


    I don’t know, and I’m not going to ask.


    Although the automaton had ignored almost all of her questions, the golem had a feeling that that particular query would probably get an answer she most definitely did not want to hear.


    “Right. No zapping the card. Got it,” she said with a nod.


    “Very good! Now then, let us proceed. Mistress is quite eager to see you!”


    The vehicle’s doors swung open on their own, allowing Fizzy to climb out of it. She found herself standing in a cavernous mining tunnel much like before, except this time she was at the end of it. A massive wall of supersteel stood in front of her, flanked on either side by a total of six heavily armed automata. They looked eerily similar to the tri-legged ones Fizzy faced in the Vault, but were much sleeker and appeared to be far more agile. It was quite literally like comparing a prototype to the finished product.


    “Good day, chaps! How goes the guarding?”


    The mobile weapon platforms completely ignored Jeeves and focused their attention on the golem next to it. The red lights coming out of the front of their dome-like heads scanned over her, but stopped paying her any mind once they noticed the card in her hand. There was a loud clang coming from the wall behind them, and a rectangular section of it opened up as if it were a drawbridge. It crashed against the ground with a heavy gong, forming a sort of access ramp.


    Fizzy followed Jeeves through the opening, and was left speechless at what lay on the other side. It was a massive, open space that must have been at least ten meters tall and maybe five times as wide.The ceiling was dotted with massive lights that bathed the area in a sterile white. The walls were covered by panels upon glowing screens upon metal piping upon dangling wires. They also had countless access hatches and glowing tunnels dotting them to the point where they looked structurally unsound. The floor was made up of metal plates with special tracks and grooves in them to facilitate different methods of transportation.


    Yet despite all this, it was the airspace inside this facility were undoubtedly the busiest.


    Countless conveyor belts were suspended from the ceiling. Each of them were transporting half-finished parts across an assembly line where mechanical arms added a spot weld here or a tiny component there. A swarm of flying drones using twin rotor blades for propulsion darted all over the place, performing basic maintenance on every conceivable surface and object. Dozens or possibly even hundreds of armed automata of various makes and sizes patrolled the floor, walls and air, ever vigilant and ready to repel intruders at a moment’s notice.


    And then there was the noise. Sweet Craig that noise. Fizzing, whirring, clunking, clicking and rattling poured down on Fizzy from all sides. If the clockwork heartbeat of the city of Dragunov was like a soothing tune, then the din of this place was like an orchestral symphony. Overwhelmed by the sights and sounds around her, the golem barely even realized she was being led into some sort of glass room lined with metal piping.


    “-mination cycle will now begin. Stand still, please.”


    At least not until she suddenly realized that Jeeves had been talking to her for a while now.


    “… I’m sorry, what?”


    When she snapped back to reality, she found herself locked inside the chamber in question with her automaton guide waving at her from just outside it. She didn’t even get a chance to question it further before she was suddenly sprayed with some water-like fluid from faucets lining the floor and ceiling of the room. This naturally shocked her, but she managed to regain her cool when she realized the stuff wasn’t actually hurting her. Not to mention that if she was going to be harmed, she would surely have been attacked by now.


    The sudden shower concluded several seconds later, at which point the door that Jeeves was standing next to slid open. Fizzy walked out while still dripping with the stuff and looking herself over, but she was unable to spot any abnormalities. A motorized cart then appeared out of nowhere, carrying a small box-shaped device on top of it. Jeeves picked it up and waved it at her, prompting the contraption to let out a series of clicks.


    “I’m afraid we’ll need to go through another one, Fizzy Rustblood,” he said in a slightly apologetic tone.


    “Another what?”


    “Anozer dekontaminashion cycle, devochka.”


    Fizzy spun on her heel to face the owner of that female voice. She saw what looked to be a human woman in her late twenties, maybe early thirties. She had a stunning figure, a face that radiated a cold beauty and a head of bright blue hair styled in a no-nonsense bob. She was wearing a tight strapless minidress that hugged her feminine curves. The fabric was the same eye-catching color as her hair. It had hundreds of tiny discs embroidered into it, causing it to glitter beautifully in the artificial lighting. It was also rather short, cutting off midway down her thighs. The skirt part even had side slits to it that showed off her hips, as if it wasn’t revealing enough already.


    However, even though she looked much more human than Jeeves, this thing was also definitely not a person. Her shell was made up of the same hard white resin as that ‘IFF card’ the golem was given, with black seams running between the various interlocking plates. Her face was something of an exception. It was as porcelain white as the rest of her, but it was covered by a soft skin-like material that gave it a flawless, high-class look. Her mechanical eyes literally glowed with their own sky-blue light, and there was a layer of blue lipstick on her artificial lips.


    Her neck, arms and legs were more heavily segmented than the rest of her, especially around the knees, elbows and fingers. Which was understandable considering she probably needed to move those around a lot more than her generously proportioned bust. It was readily apparent that this particular model favored form over function. A clear sign of this was the way her feet were built into the shape of high-heeled shoes typically reserved for ladies of a noble and/or affluent persuasion.


    Indeed, ‘built’ was the only way one could describe this construct. She was very clearly an automaton, albeit one that was in a completely different league from Jeeves. It was a form that was aimed entirely at replicating the aesthetic of a human being - an ideal the Original Artificer referred to as ‘an android.’ Simply comparing it to that clunky pile of walking junk was like an insult in and of itself.


    “Uhm… hi?” muttered Fizzy. “Miss Ekaterina Dragunova, I presume?”


    The alabaster fembot cocked an eyebrow at those words, but she still returned the greeting.


    “Dah, zat is my name. Privyet, Feezy, and vhelcome to Novyy Dragunov!”


    She threw her arms up in a dramatic fashion, and the entire facility seemed to momentarily light up in response.


    “Eez nice place, no?”


    “Nice is an understatement! It’s amazing!” exclaimed Fizzy as she resumed looking all around her like a child at a carnival. “I’ve never seen anything like it!”


    “Of course not. Ze outside vhorld is very primiteev compared to my home heer.”


    “I’ll say! People always said you were hundreds of years ahead of the rest of us, but I didn’t believe it until I actually saw it for myself!”


    “Hmm… how strange.”


    “… What is?”


    Fizzy stopped her starry-eyed glancing about and focused her attention back onto the Original Artificer. Or at the very least, the being claiming to be her.


    “You come heer, six kilometra below ze surfees and meet with me. Me! Ekaterina Dragunova! Yet you are more interested in my vhork zen in myself.”


    “Ah, right. Sorry about that,” apologized Fizzy. “I didn’t mean to disrespect you, but I’ve personally met with an actual God, so…”


    ‘Some mechanized floozy at the bottom of a deep hole is barely a blip on my weirdo-detector’ were the words the golem wisely decided to keep to herself.


    “Blyat! Bozhestva! Kuchka litsemernykh suk, da i tol’ko!”


    Fizzy understood precisely zero of those words, but Ekaterina’s venomous tone alone made it quite clear their meaning was not a pleasant one.


    “You vhill not suddenly start preeching to me, vhill you?!”


    “No! No, ma’am! No such intentions!”


    “Good! I have had enough of doze fashistskiye suki!” she added as she quite literally spat some oil onto the ground.


    “D-do you mind if I ask what your beef with the divines is?”


    It was painfully obvious by this point that this otherworlder had some grievances with the local pantheon. It was unclear whether she knew about Fizzy being a Paladin, so the golem wanted to test the waters a bit lest she touch a nerve again.


    “… Maybe later,” answered Ekaterina after a brief pause. “Right now - dekontaminashion. Get back in zere so I can get ze radiashun from you.”


    “Oh, right. Then can I ask what this ‘radiashun’ is?” said Fizzy as she walked back into the chamber. “Because I found this glowing blue stuff you left behind. And I kinda spread it around not knowing it was poisonous somehow? I also glow in the dark now, which I’m assuming is somehow related.”


    Ekaterina started explaining while the chemical shower began pouring down on her guest.


    “Dah, zat is radiashun, devochka. Eez nasty invisible stuff zat can linger for many years and keels anysing zat is too close to eet. Vhell, assuming eez made of flesh. Elektronik components also not like eet. Leeving metal eez a bit of, how you say, eeksepshun. But you already know zat since you vhould not be heer odervhize.”


    “Okay, so then why did you have so many barrels of that stuff if it’s so dangerous?” asked the golem.


    “Bekoz eet eez major source of energy, vhich I need a lot of. I am tried some experiments with few izotopy and megick, but am only roboteeks engineer with minor in chemistry. Eez outside my field of eksperteez, so I accidentally make pizdets and poizen mountain near house. Could happen to anybody. But I steell get Taboo from some ho-lee beetch I never even see! Den dickless tzar use as excuse to have me exiled bekoz I no listen to heez debil ideas!”


    “Ok for real, that weird accent is oficially terrible!” complained Plus. “I mean, I can hardly understand what she’s saying! Otherworlder or not, you’d think she’d learn to talk properly after spending hundreds of years here!”


    “Facking politeeks and eco terrorists!” continued Ekaterina after spitting once more. “Even in different vhorld I cannot be rid of zem!”


    Yeah, silently agreed Fizzy. I need to reign her in before I lose her completely.


    She stepped out of the decontamination chamber now that it had run its course and forcibly changed the subject.


    “So, miss Dragunova? I was wondering-”


    “Pleez, Feezy. Call me Katya. I insist.”


    Having her name mispronounced like that slightly irked the golem, but she decided to bear with it rather than risk pissing off what appeared to be a megalomaniacal heretic with anger issues.


    “Right. Katya. Why did you call me here?”


    It went without question that the one that had guided her to that stupidly deep hole inside the Vault was none other than the facility’s owner.


    “I vhill explain, devochka. Come, let us go somevhere quieter. Jeevez, you go back to storeroom Four-One-Bee and shut down.”


    “As you command, mistress! It was jolly good to make your acquaintance, Fizzy Rustblood. I hope we shall meet again!”


    The automaton that had remained silent ever since its owner made her appearance then proceeded to merrily trot off into the distance while Katya led Fizzy in the opposite direction.


    “What’s the deal with that thing?” asked the golem.


    “Eez just old model butler robot. Only good for simple tasks, but still has some use.”


    “I mean why does it sound so… happy?”


    “Bekoz dat is how heez voice lines are. He has over four thousand prerecorded reesponses.”


    “Huh. That explains a lot. I don’t see why an automaton would need that much speech capability though.”


    “Bekoz people are trash, so I had him deal vhit visitors vhenever possible. He vhaz very good at scaring zem off so zey don’t bozer me more zan vhance or tvize.”


    So it would appear that the Original Artificer was every bit as antisocial as the history books suggested. Yet the golem couldn’t help but notice that, despite her being a self-proclaimed misanthrope, Katya’s gait was rather… provocative. Her hips swayed excessively from side to side and her perfectly sculpted butt cheeks strained against the tight dress just in front of Fizzy’s face. The foreigner’s swagger could be explained as her simply ‘strutting her stuff,’ but it was too little too much. The way Katya walked honestly made her look like a high-class prostitute rather than one of the finest minds to ever grace this world, even to someone like Fizzy.


    The two of them eventually entered some sort of sound-proof office, although it was extremely bare bones. It just had a desk with one large chair behind it and a smaller one in front of it. The mostly bare walls and the few metal crates stacked up in the corner made it seem more like a storeroom someone had repurposed rather than an actual study. The only thing that suggest any sort of work was carried out on this room was the large screen attached to the wall to the left side of the desk. It was currently powered on and was relaying images from various points in the Novyy Dragunov facility.


    Katya sat behind the desk and gestured for Fizzy to take her seat as well. The alabaster android then put her elbows on the table and clasped her hands in front of her face.


    “So. Ze reason I ‘invited’ you heer, Feezy, is bekoz I saw somezing in you.”


    The screen on the golem’s left flashed and a recording of her tumble with the Vault’s security could be seen. Judging from the angle, it was taken from one of the upper corners of the room. Fizzy naturally had a mountain of questions regarding how any of this stuff actually worked, but she decided to hold off on them until her host had finished her presentation.


    “I saw a vhoman of great drive and determination,” explained Katya. “A vhoman who had no problems trampling fools zat vhere clearly beloh her.”


    The security camera footage switched over to the scene of Fizzy berating the dying gnome Moss, complete with audio.


    “A vhoman who knows quality.”


    The moving pictures changed once again, this time depicting the golem rifling through the Vault’s contents with a dissatisfied expression on her face.


    “And most importantly, a vhoman of unique talents.”


    The image of a mithril Paladin repairing her own face with a few strips of mithril and a dose of healing magic.


    “You and I, vhe have more in common zen you might think, Feezy. Eez vhy I had to meet you. And here you are.”


    “Right. Because forcing someone into a choice between being blown up or jumping down a stupidly deep hole is a great icebreaker.”


    Katya’s azure lips curled into a confident smile that peeked over her intertwined digits.


    “You vhould not be of much use to me if somezing like gravity or a big boom vhould stop you.”


    “So it’s like that after all, isn’t it?” asked Fizzy with a sigh. “You don’t care about me personally, you just want something out of me.”


    “Yes. I vhant your help. You remember me talking about energy sources, yes? I have found one down here. A power source so strong it makes ze sun look like a potato lamp. I vhant eet. I need eet. But, zere are some, eeh… obstacles? Yes, obstacles in my vhey.”


    The images on Fizzy’s left flickered once more, this time showing the picture of a well-built man with stocky proportions dressed in nothing but his undergarments. His skin coloration was a bit unhealthy, as it had a gray hue to it. His scalp was covered by coarse-looking black hair and he had a massive set of sideburns flanking his rough face. His height was listed as being just over 150 centimeters, and his weight was 77 kilograms. If this was all Fizzy knew about him, then she would definitely write him off as a dwarf without a second thought.


    At the same time, however, this individual’s physical features were quite different from the average beer-loving mountain dweller. His skull, face and nose were noticeably wider and flatter and his eyes were a bit lower on his face than one might expect. The neutral stance of his upper body wasn’t upright, but severely hunched over. This made his freakishly long arms dangle down to about his ankles, which did not serve to distract one’s attention from his wide and unreasonably hairy feet.


    The key feature that left no doubt in Fizzy’s mind that this guy was not a dwarf were the trio of amethyst-like gems on his massive forehead, which were arranged in the shape of a triangle.


    “Is that… a stoneborn?” she asked in surprise. “You’ve found evidence of their existence?!”


    “No. Not ‘evidence,’ devochka,” said Katya. “I have met zem. I have spoken to zem.”


    “You mean they are still around?!”


    “Unfortunately zey are. And zey are denying me vhat eez rightfully mine.”


    “But why would they- The Realmstone! It’s real too, isn’t it?! That’s the energy source you want to get your hands on!”


    “Yes,” she replied bluntly. “I have spent many decades looking for eet, but zeese stoneborn will not allow me to claim it. So I declare vhar on them. I burned zeir cities and keeled zeir soldiers, but zey stubbornly cling to zeir precious stone. I had ze upper hand at first, but zey quickly learn how to fight my drones and stand zeir ground. And vhe have been locked in ze stalemate for more zan tvhenty years now.”


    “…”


    Fizzy closed her eyes and crossed her arms as she and her alter ego processed this information.


    “So to sum it up,” called out Plus, “this nutjob caused an environmental disaster that got her in trouble with the kingdom. This got her exiled, so she hid away underground in order to dig out a legendary Divine-class magic item for some unknown purpose. She found it and has been fighting the ancestors of the dwarves - who apparently exist outside of old folk tales - for over twenty years over it.”


    Don’t forget she apparently transferred her consciousness into a machine in the interim, added the golem.


    “Right. Because such a thing is possible.”


    Uh, hello? Former meatbag current golem over here?


    “Yeah, but we’re unique! There’s nobody else in the world like us! Way I see it, this bag of bolts is just a body double or an impostor or something!”


    You might be right, but whether she’s the real deal or not is irrelevant. What really matters is that she’s in charge around here, and we can’t risk antagonizing her until we have more information.


    “Hmm, I guess. Then should we try-”


    “So, vhat do you say, Feezy?” asked Katya, interrupting the golem’s internal debate. “Vhill you help me claim the Realmstone?”


    “… These stoneborn have fought you and your super-advanced weaponry to a standstill for two decades. What makes you think I’ll be of any use?”


    “In zis vhorld of Levels and Jobs and Skeells, one man can easily keel thousands on the battlefield. And I have personally seen you break three of my sentry bots with no problem. You are a warrior of great strength, and I am sure you can prove to be the piece that breaks ze balance.”


    “Okay, let me rephrase that. What makes you think I’ll be of any use to you?”


    “Becoz I can pay. Gold, gems, vhepons, armor - you name it, I make it happen.”


    “Alright. I’ll bite. For starters, can you return me to the surface?”


    Katya leaned back in her chair and let her arms fall on the armrests.


    “I can arrange for zat, yes. Vhat else?”


    “Your techniques and creations. I want the schematics, blueprints, and tools necessary to build them. Also any instructions regarding custom materials like this white resin stuff.”


    The automaton’s left eye twitched a few times when she heard that. It was obvious she wasn’t happy about being asked to share the secrets of her life’s work.


    “And make sure they’re in Common, not whatever weirdo language you keep using,” added Fizzy.


    “Common? You mean E̸҉͠n̷̛͟͡͠g̴͘͝l͘i̷̢͝s͘͞͡҉h̸̡́́?”


    “… Sorry, what? I didn’t catch that?”


    “Ah, kurva feelter… Nevermind. I suppose I can part with some designs, though I am curious vhy you vhould vhant zem. Are you even an Automata Artificer? You have no hope of understanding zem if you are not.”


    “Maybe not, but I won’t have to. I plan to sponge off your work so I can further my own goals.”


    “Hah! Vhell, at least you are honest about eet! Eez more zan I can say about zose assistants of mine! You sure you vhill be satisfied vhit such metods?”


    “Hey, I doubt anyone got into the Ritz without pulling a few strings.”


    “Ritz? Vhat eez zat?”


    “Y’know, the Royal Institute of Technology?”


    “Never heard of eet.”


    “They say you founded it. It’s even in your old house in Dragunov. The city, I mean.”


    “Blyat! Politicians, zey say many zings, devochka. And zey are alvhays lies. Eez universal truth zat goes beyond space and time it seems.”


    “I suppose that’s true, isn’t it?”


    Those old legends about the Vault containing Katya’s ‘final gift’ to the world and how it was waiting for ‘a worthy disciple’ to open it up were both proven to be hoaxes by this point. Either the olden government that Katya had problems with started them up or they were just rumors and hearsay that got out of hand. It was hardly a stretch of the imagination to say the Ritz would use the Original Artificer’s name to boost their credibility.


    “Also, you say zey are using my old house? Ze one next to my vheather control tahvher?”


    “Yeah, that one.”


    “Vhell, I have bad news for you in zat case. I am afraid zis ‘Ritz’ of yours eez no more.”


    Katya gestured to the screen on the side, which changed over to a video stream of the city of Dragunov. It was a somewhat fuzzy and distorted view of the predominantly gnomish settlement. Whatever device was used to capture these images was positioned about halfway up the spire-like Regulator and provided an eye-in-the-sky perspective on the city below. It revealed that the bustling metropolis had been gripped by a horrible snowstorm. The streets had frozen over, its clockwork heartbeat had gone silent, and there was not a single soul in sight. It was so still that one might confuse the images on the screen for a painting if it wasn’t for the animated snowfall.


    “Is this… Is this going on right now?” asked Fizzy in disbelief.


    “Yes. Eez live feed,” responded Katya with a nod.


    “But… Why? How?” mumbled the golem in disbelief as she kept staring wide-eyed at the screen.


    “Eez funny story actually. Back vhen I vhas exiled, I vhanted to freez ze entire region. Payback for deekless tzar who rob me of house and home, and traitor assistants who try to claim my hard vhork as zeir own. But eet seems one of zose old students managed to reset Regulator to default setting five days after I activate it. I only realise zis vhen you trigger break-in alarm in Lednik Dva few vheeks ago and poot ze Regulator back to freez.”


    The mithril golem had gotten off her chair while Katya was casually admitting to wiping out a city out of spite as if it were a conversation about the weather. Well, her monologue technically concerned both those topics, but that was besides the point.


    “Ah, do not blame yourself,” called out the android after seeing the golem’s stupefied state. “Zey had it coming for long time. Plus, eez good way to teech zem not to mess vhit me in future.”


    Fizzy wasn’t listening to her in the slightest though. Her eyes were glued to the giant monitor and she was slowly walking towards it, even going so far as to reach out to it as if to touch it. The automaton curiously followed her eyesight, at which point she realized the thing her guest was staring at was not the city itself. A cloaked humanoid figure far taller than any gnome, dwarf, human or elf was climbing up the outer wall of the Regulator.


    However, it wasn’t using its hands or feet, but was skittering up the side of the massive building by using eight spider-like limbs that poked out of the sides of its torso. It rapidly approached the security camera from below and paused directly in front of it. Its inhuman yellow eyes stared into the strange device. It was a scrutinizing, probing stare that Fizzy knew all too well, one that seemed to pierce clean through her and grasp at her very soul.


    The shapeshifter on the other end of the lens then lunged its head forward, revealing a row of sharp teeth that gripped the mechanical eyeball just before the video feed turned to static.
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    A boundless joy started welling up within Fizzy’s core. A certain mad happiness that she never thought she would feel ever again. It was an emotion so powerful that it lifted the corners of her mouth, gradually turning her shocked expression into a manic wide-eyed smile that made her look broken. And yes, she was indeed damaged goods, but she was fine with that.


    Because the only thing that could truly make her feel whole was currently waiting for her on the other side of that screen.


    “You find ze destruction of my property funny, Feezy?” asked Katya from the side.


    The golem realized she was making ‘the face’ again and forcibly dialed back her enthusiasm by pretending to clear her throat.


    “Ahem! Sorry, no. Nothing like that.”


    “Uh-huh. Zen do you know vhat in ze hell zat creature vhas?”


    Like you wouldn’t believe! she cheered inwardly.


    “How are you sure that’s actually Boxxy?”


    Name one other creature that would bite a strange machine to check whether it was tasty.


    “Uh… Okay, good point. But how did it come back to life in the first place? Are you sure it’s not actually undead? What if it’s just a puppet or a demon or something?”


    Don’t know! Don’t care!


    Fizzy would have all the time in the world to go over the unquestionably absurd details surrounding the Mimic’s resurrection at a later time. The most important thing to her right now was getting out of this fucking hole.


    “Look, Katya, that’s not important right now. What matters is that you’ve made your point. You can forget the schematics and the blueprints. Just give me all the explosives you have and point me in the direction of your stoneborn problem.”


    And she wasn’t about to let something trivial like a bit of genocide get in her way.


  




  Deep Thoughts 4


  

    Fizzy was currently in a giant suitcase. That was pretty much the only way she could describe the vehicle she had been asked to board. From her perspective it was nothing more than a box with an engine and four pairs of wheels along its underside, and its sole purpose seemed to be transportation. The inside was rather bare and dredged up some bittersweet memories of the time she was still a meatbag. More specifically when she was being transported inside a cargo container atop a griffin’s back before Boxxy broke her and itself out of captivity.


    At least she wasn’t by herself this time around, in a manner of speaking. This thing was chock full of Katya’s mechanical soldiers. They had folded themselves up into crate-like shapes to take up less space, although they did rattle and shift a bit with every bump in the road. As for Fizzy, she was left with just enough space to sit cross legged on the ground with a somewhat dissatisfied pout on her face.


    “Vhat’s vhit ze long face, Feezy?”


    Katya’s slightly garbled and fuzzy voice entered her ear. Her left ear, to be precise. The one that had some sort of earpiece that clipped onto the base of the ear, wrapped around it, and fed some sort of nub into the ear cavity. This thing allowed for continuous, instantaneous audio communication between the two. It was a gadget that quite frankly blew Fizzy’s mind, as she had never even imagined such a thing was possible.


    Granted, there were comm-crystals that could achieve a similar effect, but they were far too bulky and fragile to be used in the middle of combat. This ‘radio’ thing, on the other hand, was so small that it could easily be hidden in any number of places. The golem somewhat understood why the old king made demands of the Original Artificer - something like this could revolutionize warfare overnight if it became widespread.


    “I just hate this suit, is all.”


    However, whatever wonderment she felt by this futuristic earring was overridden by her displeasure of her new outfit, which was given to her courtesy of Katya.


    “Vhy? Eez eet uncomfortable? Does eet limit your movements?”


    “No, nothing like that. This fabric is surprisingly stretchy, actually, so I don’t think that’ll be an issue.”


    “Zen vhat eez problem?”


    “You can barely even see my glorious mithril frame under this thing!”


    Fizzy’s rather revealing outfits in the past had always been a compromise between the side of herself that needed to integrate into society and her golem instincts that wanted to bare her naked self in front of the whole world to see. But this thing was a skintight bodysuit with a dark grey color that covered every bit of her except the head and forearms. Sure, it showed off her womanly curves, but having to conceal her radiant hide’s brilliance was extremely vexing.


    “Vhell, pleez bear vhit eet, devochka. Eez acid and corrozion resistant material. You vhould be foolish to battle ze stoneborn vhitout eet.”


    “Yeah, yeah. You made that quite clear during the briefing.”


    The main reason Fizzy was wearing this thing was as a countermeasure against the enemy’s magic. More specifically, the ability to cover a man-sized pile of mechanized steel in centuries’ worth of rust a matter of seconds. The golem had never heard of such magic before, but then again, the same could be said about the Stonesinger Job that pretty much every stoneborn soldier had.


    Thankfully, Katya had fed her plenty of information regarding this occupation through diagrams and recorded images, so she had a solid grasp on their abilities. Putting it simply, it was a Caster-type Job with a focus on the earth element. Sand and rock were to a Stonesinger like fire was to a Pyromancer, or ice to a Cryomancer. Their influence over minerals also extended to gems and metals, albeit to a lesser extent. This meant that a Stonesinger’s Skills and Spells were quite effective when fighting Katya’s forces, as both her troops and munitions were made out of a mix of steel, lead, copper and zinc.


    None of which could measure up to the magical material that made up a certain golem’s frame.


    “But see this?” insisted Fizzy while thumping her chest. “This is mithril. Pure mithril! I doubt the magic of some blockheaded meatbags could hope to even blemish this magnificent body! Even if they somehow tarnish it or make it rust over, it’ll only take me a few seconds to restore it with my magic.”


    “Zat mey be so, but you need to remember eet eez not just ze ‘meetbags’ zat you need to vhorry about. I doubt zeir ‘pets’ vhill let you comfortably chant Spells.”


    The most troublesome thing about Stonesingers was the ability to summon, control and enhance Rockfist Guardians. These constructs were something of a cross between an elemental and a golem, and worked in a manner similar to a Warlock’s familiars or a Necromancer’s undead minions. And virtually every Stonesinger that faced the Original Artificer’s automaton army, or the ‘Iron Curtain’ as she called it, would have one or more of these at their beck and call.


    It was these tireless creatures that actually did the most of the fighting. Meaning that, although it didn’t start out this way, this subterranean conflict’s current state was essentially a proxy war. Katya threw her mechanical monsters at the stoneborn, who pushed back with their stone dolls. One would think the Original Artificer would have the upper hand in this situation. She had dozens of automated mines, foundries and assembly lines that spat out armor, weapons, ammunition and the automata to use them at a terrifying pace. Not only that, but her forces stripped the battlefield of the fallen whenever they retreated, allowing the materials to be recycled and reused. In a sense, one could say her army was more or less limitless so long as she had the right materials and the time to process them.


    However, while certainly terrifying, this ‘Iron Curtain’ lacked the benefit of Levels, Attributes and Skills that her opposition enjoyed. Not to mention that, even if the Stonesingers themselves were a finite resource, they had a virtually inexhaustible supply of the mana and stone needed to keep spitting out Rockfist Guardians. They were also pretty good at using the environment to their advantage, either by using natural or redirected lava flows to create choke points or by just collapsing entire caverns. That last one was particularly vexing for the off-worlder. Fixing a cave-in was more or less effortless for an entire civilization of earth magic users, whereas Katya’s automata had to dig themselves out the hard way.


    “But wasn’t my job to go after and crush the Stonesingers rather than tangle with their minions?” asked Fizzy. “I won’t need some fancy-schmancy suit if I just crush them to a pulp instantly.”


    “Vhell, yes, but zey vhill be expecting zat.”


    Indeed, although those Rockfist Guardians were quite tough, their masters were still just people. Eliminating the enemy Stonesingers was the fastest way to secure a decisive victory against the stoneborn, but they wouldn’t be giving Katya so much trouble if it were that simple. Over the years they had adapted to fighting her weaponry, developing tactics and strategies through which to deal with her massive arsenal. Sneak attacks, for example, became more or less impossible once they figured out they could listen for her army’s approach by tracking the vibrations they gave off while in transit.


    “I am merely trying to stack ze odds in our favor, Feezy.”


    “No, I get that. I really do. Doesn’t mean I have to like it, though. I mean, how careful do we actually need to be against a bunch of fishermen and gatherers?”


    According to the briefing, the place Fizzy was currently being carted off to was some sort of foraging outpost. The stoneborn subsided almost entirely on fungus, lichen, monster meat and fish found in underground rivers. None of which lended themselves to cultivation. This allowed Katya to put the squeeze on them by targeting their food supply at every opportunity. Even if they relied heavily on stone golems that required no rest nor sustenance, the stoneborn themselves could neither fight nor march on an empty stomach.


    “I thought you were sending me to a battle, not a slaughter,” added the golem in a disgruntled manner.


    “Do not underestimate zem, devochka,” cautioned Katya. “Each of zem eez a fighter, even ze children. I should know, I’m ze one zat made zem zat vhey! Hahahahahaha!”


    The somewhat forced laughter in her ear made Fizzy cringe a bit. She was starting to regret being so eager to embark on this campaign, but she was way too hyped up after realizing Boxxy was still alive. By the time she realized it, she was already on her way to fight an enemy she had never faced before on behalf of a mad scientist she barely even knew. And to make matters worse, she had no actual ordnance to rely on since Katya’s explosive weaponry was specifically designed to be used by her automata and the guns built into them.


    In short, the only thing Fizzy could rely on for offense was the Iron Teeth wrench next to her. No, that wasn’t quite right. There was one other weapon a Paladin like her could bring to bear. It was her faith in the deity that personified the principle of cause and effect. However, she first had to address the religious elephant in the room.


    “Katya, how long until we arrive?”


    “Eez about ten minutes more.”


    “Then do you mind if I say a prayer before the battle starts?”


    “… Eez eet reeeelly necessary?”


    “Performing the rite clears my head and lets me focus better once the fighting starts. Just think of it as my way of ‘stacking the odds’ as it were.”


    “…”


    “Look, let me do this and I’ll stop complaining about the stupid suit, okay?”


    “Fine. I guess eet eez not a pointless gesture since ze Gods in zis vhorld aren’t entirely feektionial.”


    “Huh? What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “Not important. Just get it over vheet.”


    Deciding to take what she could get, Fizzy shifted from sitting cross legged to kneeling with her hands clasped in front of her.


    “Oh, He Who Both Is And Isn’t,” she began in a solemn voice. “I thank You for the clarity of Your visions, and the surety of Your guidance. I thank You for endeavoring to guide this lost soul back onto the righteous path. I thank You for showing me the folly of my actions and the gravity of my mistakes. I beg of you, She of the Many Hats, see this wayward soul’s mission fulfilled, so she may bring about the changes You thirst to see made from theory into reality.”


    The golem paused for a brief moment due to the vehicle hitting a particularly nasty bump.


    “Though she knows not where her path may lead, she will gladly follow it until the next fork in the road. At which point she will probably stop for a moment and weigh her options in some vague attempt to make an informed decision. Which will ultimately be proven to be an exercise in futility and she’d get the short end of the stick anyway because life is a dick like that.”


    “Uh… Feezy?”


    “I mean, seriously? I’m off to fight fucking stoneborn? Come on, Florence! Where are you going with this shit? Also I swear to Bob if that leafy bitch broke my Demon Silk weaving prototype I’m going to slap the fertilizer right out of her! I don’t care if she’s some big shot tree or whatever! I put a lot of work into that and I won’t stand for her messing with my stuff! Especially since I wouldn’t be in this mess if it wasn’t for her!”


    The Paladin cut off her prayer that had devolved into a rant and calmed herself down a bit.


    “Lastly, please pay no attention to the heretic currently listening in on this. I kind of need her help to get the fuck out of here. Thanks, and enjoy the show. Horsemeat choco-shortcake.”


    “Oh-key. Zat vhas very strange prayer.”


    “You think? Pretty standard fare for a follower of Margaret, the Goddess of Gambling.”


    “Huh. Never heard of zis God of Change called Jack. Vhait, vhat?! I meant to say Daniel! I mean, Edvhin! No, Vladimir! Aaayyy blyat!”


    “Uh, yeah. Sorry. That just happens when you’re trying to refer to the God of Chaos. Oh! It actually came out right that time! Anyway, if you think his name is weird, you should see what he looks like in person.”


    “Hah! As eef!”


    “No, for real. Knowing Magdaline, she’d probably drag you off in a heartbeat if you asked really nicely. Trust me, it’s not an experience you will soon forget.”


    “… I vhill pass on zat. I prefer to poot my faith een science and povher razer zan some parasites zat think zemselves above such theengs.”


    “I see. I guess you’re free to believe in whatever you want. I just hope my own convictions won’t become too much of a problem between us.”


    “I vhon’t mind zem too much as long as you only do zis pizdets religion stuff vhere I can’t see it.”


    “Uh-huh. And is there actually such a place around here?”


    “No. Zere reelly eezn’t.”


    Fizzy could practically hear Katya’s shit-eating grin over the earpiece, but she wasn’t about to get into a theological argument with someone who has held such views for over a century. The only thing she’d accomplish was make an enemy of a ruthless monster of a woman who had her own private army. Well, such a time would probably come sooner or later as there was no way that inexplicably slutty doll wouldn’t try to double-cross her, but she was still the best bet Fizzy had of getting out of here. She considered going over to the stoneborn side instead, but she seriously doubted they’d welcome a golem like her after spending over two decades fighting metal men.


    She therefore decided to make nice and avoid burning any bridges with Katya, at least until she could figure out a way out of this mess.


    The armored vehicle suddenly came to a stop with a soft screech of its brakes several minutes later. A light on the inside flipped from red to green and the rear cargo door Fizzy was standing next to opened up. It lowered down like a drawbridge, forming a ramp for easy access. The golem gripped her wrench and got off the vehicle while keeping her head on a swivel.


    She found herself standing in a cavern so massive she couldn’t see its ceiling or its walls. Then again, that was to be expected in a place with such poor visibility. Which wasn’t to say it was pitch black, though. This cavern was dotted by a series of massive stone pillars that extended from the ground all the way up into the impenetrable darkness overhead. All of which had some type of luminescent fungus growing on them, bathing the area in a soft green glow.


    The lighting was undeniably bad, but it was still more than enough to let the golem see the nearby underground lake. Its pitch-black waters were so still that they formed a mirror-like surface that was impossible to achieve should there have been even the tiniest bit of wind. Coupled with the glowing support columns poking out of it, it created an illusion that made it seem like Fizzy was staring out into a bottomless abyss.


    The target of the day’s sortie was resting on the banks of the eerily beautiful body of water. It was essentially a castle that looked far too imposing to be ‘just a foraging outpost.’ It had turrets, walls and ramparts, all of which were bustling with activity. The fortifications were dotted with the odd glowing crystal, which allowed Fizzy to make out a number of humanoid figures already in position. She also thought she made out what seemed like siege weapons, but then realized those were actually Rockfist Guardians. They were quite tall at least two and a half meters, and looked mostly people-shaped, although they had the wide frame, stocky legs and long arms of their creators.


    That side wasn’t the only one preparing for combat, though. The cargo inside the convoy of twelve armored transport vehicles behind her was already mostly done unpacking itself. Roughly looking at it, there were four types of automata that made up Katya’s Iron Curtain.


    First up were the Pawns that made up the bulk of her forces. Each one consisted of a vaguely humanoid torso that had four arms with various guns for hands sticking out of it. The lower body consisted of four crab-like legs spread out in a radial fashion attached to a sort of platform that the rest of the automaton rested on. Each foot was equipped with rollers for rapid omnidirectional maneuvering, but the Pawns could walk just fine even without using them. This model wasn’t at all that agile on account of all the green-colored bulky armor welded onto it, but it really didn’t have to be considering it was a vanguard unit.


    Buzzing overhead were a number of dog-sized drones, each of which looked like a black hornet with no legs and two pairs of wings. However, their flight wasn’t achieved by flapping, but through the three-pronged rotor blade embedded in each wing. These things spun around at high speeds and kicked up just enough wind to allow flight. Interestingly enough, the high-pitched sound these mechanisms produces was almost too well matched with their insectoid appearances.


    These mecha-bugs were Katya’s Bishops, and their main function was scouting out enemy positions and marking high value targets or structural weak points for their allies. They had no weaponry or armor to speak of since they had to remain as light as possible to ensure maximum maneuverability. Which wasn’t to say that their offensive capabilities were zero. All of Katya’s automata were capable of detonating their fuel cells on command, and Bishops were no exception. They could be used as guided bombs should the need arise, though they would quite obviously not survive the process.


    Next were Katya’s Rooks, which had the appearance of mechanized squids with five tentacles each, and were only about half the size of the two meter tall Pawns. They had virtually no armor to maximize their mobility and moved around by scuttling around at a rapid pace. Although they didn’t look it at first glance, these were the Iron Curtain’s anti-personnel artillery pieces, with a long-range loadout hidden away inside their elongated heads and bodies. The weaponry in question consisted of a portable mortar launcher and a sniper rifle, both of which could be used to fire upon a target within 700 meters with pinpoint accuracy.


    Their maximum range went beyond that, of course, but it was rather hard to put it to good use when the only battlefields available to them were caves, tunnels, passages, and caverns.


    Last and most definitely least were the dozen Knight-class support vehicles that were responsible for transporting the others. They really had no function beyond that, so they’d be mostly useless during the fight aside from serving as mobile cover during the retreat. And yes, ‘retreat’ was very much part of the plan, at least for this operation.


    The automata Katya had dispatched only numbered around 350 total, whereas the enemy fort had at least 400 combatants, about half of which were Rockfist Guardians. Her forces normally needed to outnumber the enemy at least three to two if they hoped to claim victory, and that was on open ground. To say that her current military deployment was woefully inadequate to capture this fort was an understatement, but then again, that wasn’t her goal. She just needed to keep the stoneborn forces busy long enough to sabotage and ruin their food supply.


    “Now that I think about it, how come you don’t have any close-combat models?” asked Fizzy while the mechanized army assumed its formations.


    “Vhy vhould I have somezing pointless like zat? Guns are a lot more dedly zen melee vhepons and have beeger range.”


    “Okay, then when aren’t your ‘guns’ engaging the enemy?”


    Katya’s Pawns supposedly had an effective range of three hundred meters. The Rooks had more than double that. It was hard to tell due to the low lighting, but the golem was sure she was standing less than two hundred meters from enemy fortifications. Ergo, this vaunted Iron Curtain should already be discharging its payload upon the enemy position.


    “Just becoz zey are een range does not meen I vhill hit them,” argued Katya. “Did you forget about ze magnetic sheeld I tell you about?”


    “No, I remember it. I just don’t understand why that would be stopping you.”


    “Oh for- Just look!”


    One of the octopus-like Rooks nearby hopped on top of a Pawn and wrapped its tentacles around its broad shoulders and dome-like head. Its head then split open slightly to reveal a long tube, which was pointed in the general direction of the foraging outpost. There was an audible ‘fwump’ noise as it fired a whistling projectile at the target. Fizzy couldn’t hope to track it with her eyes in this poor lighting, but it was impossible to miss the explosion it made when it collided with an invisible magical barrier some forty or so meters away from the wall.


    “See? Perimeter defense. Fine-tooned to repel boolets and bombs. Eez useless to vhaste ammunitions on eet.”


    “What? You can’t break it at all? I find that hard to believe.”


    “I can definitely break eet, but ze amount of firepower needed eez too… expensive. Boolets, zey are not easy to make vhen I have limited access to blast powder. I find it much more effeecient to have my robots to hold fire until zey pass through ze sheeld.”


    “Wait, what? How come your troops can pass through it if it hasn’t been broken?”


    “I am not completely sure, devochka. Possibly eez becoz zey are much too heavy to be blocked by eet.”


    “So let me get this straight. Your go-to strategy is to walk up to the enemy fortifications, putting your troops within reach of the enemy’s magic while giving up your overwhelming range advantage. And yet you don’t have any close combat units?”


    “Yes.”


    “And you don’t see a problem with this?”


    “You make eet sound bad, but eez optimal strategy,” insisted Katya. “Trust me on zis. I heff done ze math many times over.”


    “Oooh! Math! How scary!” responded the golem in a sarcastic tone. “I bet those stone-herders are quivering in their boots at your superior calculations.”


    “Are you mocking me?” asked Katya in a deathly-cold tone.


    “Look, sorry, let’s just calm down for a second. I think I’m starting to understand why you’ve been stuck in a rut for so long. It’s because you’ve never participated in a war, right?”


    “Vhat sort of-”


    “No, hear me out. Not some wind-up wank-fest where dolls smash each other up without end. I’m talking an actual balls-to-the-wall battle where your life was on the line. A conflict where you had to dodge arrows, Spells, maces and blades all aimed squarely at your face on a daily basis for weeks or months on end.”


    “… I suppose not.”


    “And you’ve never been an adventurer or something like that?”


    “Of course not. I am a vhoman of science, not some ambal who only knows how to sweeng heavy steek around.”


    “Uh-huh. And how long did you say this stalemate has lasted? 18 years or something like that?”


    “Dah. Give or take a few months.”


    “Yeah. Okay. I think I see the problem.”


    “Oh? Zen pleez, enlighten me.”


    “These stoneborn are a lot more adept at warfare than you are. Maybe not in terms of straight up military force, but they’re definitely ahead in the misinformation and mind-games department.”


    “… You sure talk beeg for someone so tiny.”


    “Hey, this sort of fresh perspective is why you brought me here in the first place, right?”


    “I suppose. Zen do you have some sort of plan or strategy to share?”


    “Oh, I don’t know if it’s something as fancy of that.”


    Fizzy tightened her right hand’s grip on her wrench and hoisted it up onto her shoulder with a heavy clang. Her eyes opened up as wide as they could and she flashed a wide toothy grin at the enemy stronghold while the surrounding automata turned their optical sensors towards her in unison.


    “I’m just going to put the fear of God into them,” she declared menacingly.


    “… Uh, Feezy? Sorry to interrupt what you probably theenk eez cool pose, but vhen exactly did you take off ze suit?”


    “Lady, your guess is as good as mine.”


  




  Deep Thoughts 5


  

    The stoneborn soldiers lined up atop the walls of the foraging outpost were quite tense. Although this was hardly the first time the Nemesis had arrived to assault the base on the shores of Lake Tissyl, she had never before stalled for so long. Usually those steel monstrosities would file into a basic formation and then charge at the wall without further delay, yet this time around they seemed to be stalling. It had already been half an hour since the enemy fired some sort of warning shot at their barrier, yet none of them had moved even a single bolt.


    A unit of thirty to forty Pawns accompanied by a few flying Bishops suddenly broke off from the main force and approached the fort. They lined up just outside the edge of the defensive barrier, at which point the ones that had remained behind opened fire on it all at once. The bullets and the bombs pounded mercilessly against the invisible wall, producing a waterfall of sparks, flames and smoke as they did so.


    “Ah, cripe! She’s actually doin’ it!”


    The commanding officer of the defensive forces was rather taken aback by this development. To his knowledge, it had been almost an entire decade since the enemy tried to brute force their way through the magical fortifications. Thankfully, that sole explosion from earlier and the ensuing silence had tipped him off something was amiss and allowed him to make the necessary preparations. If not for that, then there was a chance the Nemesis might have broken through before they had a chance to react.


    The man in question was a stoneborn male with short hair, a bushy moustache and a rather thick unibrow, all of which were spiky and wine red in color. A trio of ruby-like gems glistened in the middle of his wide forehead. He wore a brightly colored long sleeved tunic that was red on its left half and yellow on its right, with a gray trim around the edges of the neck and sleeves. His trousers were a washed out red, and his wide and hairy feet were left bare.


    “Oy, Beldir!” he shouted down from the lookout tower. “How are the lads handlin’ this?”


    The one he was calling out to was another man with deep purple hair whose forehead gems glistened like amethysts. He was dressed in similar attire as his superior, except that his tunic was a solid red all the way through. The same could be said about the rest of the defending force, who were dressed in what appeared to be simple clothes. There was not a single piece of armor to be found anywhere in sight, though this was mostly because decades of fighting had taught the stoneborn such things were useless. Steel plate armor would just get chewed up in seconds under the barrage of Katya’s guns. Sure, it was possible for heavily enchanted gear made of tougher materials to withstand that level of punishment, but such items were impossible to mass produce.


    “They’s doing fine cap’n Rotadin!” shouted back Beldir. “They’s a bit uneasy, but they’s gots this!”


    Rotadin looked around the courtyard behind the walls. A massive black diamond at least two meters tall and six meters in diameter stood in its center. The giant gem was cracking up profusely on the same side that the fort was being bombarded from. Hardly surprising, considering it was the focus maintaining the magnetic barrier that bore the brunt of the enemy’s onslaught.


    Strictly speaking though, it would have snapped in half less than thirty seconds after the attack began were it not for the hundreds of Stonesingers surrounding it. The magic users were harmonizing their voices in a low hum that was almost a groan. They were pouring their mana into the barrier generating item, sealing up the cracks as quickly as they appeared. From here on, the battle would essentially become a sort of war of endurance between the enemy’s ammunition and the Stonesinger’s MP pools.


    However, the attacking force was definitely at a disadvantage here. Because while their ammunition were limited in number, MP was literally infinite. Rotadin knew from personal experience that those crab-like tin cans could only maintain this sort of pressure for about five to six minutes, seven tops. The Stonseingers would be able to outlast the relatively small attacking force, so long as they properly managed their fatigue and didn’t skimp out on the mana recovery potions.


    “Cap’n! We have incoming!”


    The cries of one of his lookouts brought the stoneborn’s attention back to the battlefield. The small armored platoon that had split off from the main force had passed through the magnetic perimeter and was encroaching on the outpost. They opened fire on his position almost immediately afterwards, forcing him and the rest of the stoneborn atop the wall to duck behind the battlements while bullets whizzed overhead. He had nearly forgotten about those things, but he wasn’t too worried. A small number of clankers like that would be no match for an entire-


    Realization suddenly struck him like a brick to the face. How were they supposed to push back against this smaller group if almost all the Stonesingers were busy keeping the shield up? They did have a considerable number of Rockfist Guardians at their disposal, but they were still mindless dolls. They needed proper direction and supervision if they were to be effective. Not to mention that they wouldn’t last long without the support of their owners’ magics.


    Bottom line was that a part of the Stonesingers would need to be pulled away from the black diamond and focus their attention towards the incoming enemy threat. But if he sent out too many men, then that would compromise the integrity of the magnetic shield. Too few, and the enemy units would get close enough to the wall to breach it by blowing themselves up, thus giving the rest of them a clear shot at the stoneborn in the courtyard. It was a balancing act that he wasn’t sure he could perform in the spur of the moment.


    Then again, the he didn’t have to defeat that incursion, but hold them off long enough for the enemy’s main force to run out of ammo.


    With his mind made up, Rotadin pulled a unit of twenty Stonesingers away from shield duty. These men and women had chosen Skills that specialized in Rockfist Guardians, which made their earthen constructs not only tougher, but also more numerous. Each of them could maintain two of them simultaneously, meaning that they had a total of forty stone soldiers at their disposal.


    The Rockfist Guardians climbed over the wall and charged at the enemy that was still some thirty meters away. The battle-bots kept laying down suppressing fire, making their owners wary of poking their heads out from behind cover. This didn’t last long, as the Pawns were forced to respond to the more immediate threat of the incoming Rockfist Guardians. They halted fire for a second while switching over to high-explosive ammunition, then opened fire on the charging stone soldiers.The special bullets plowed into the primitive constructs and detonated, taking sizable chunks of rock and stone out of their bodies with each hit. The Pawn-bots targeted and drilled through the legs, knees and feet with surprising accuracy, crippling at least a dozen of them before they could get within melee range.


    However, the relatively tall golems just kept on coming. No matter how badly they were cracked up, riddled with holes or how many of their limbs were detached, they would not stop moving until their HP was completely depleted. Even if many of them were forced to crawl on the ground, they still steadfastly moved towards the battle-bots. The remaining two thirds of them descended upon the Iron Curtain’s vanguard and engaged them in close quarters combat.


    To their credit, Katya’s automata were not as helpless at melee range as they appeared to be. Their many legs and arms allowed them to evade or block the fists, kicks, and body slams of the Rockfist Guardians while peppering them with bullets at point-blank range. The fact that they seemed to be winning the fight was evidence enough that their CQC protocols were quite advanced. However, having to focus on melee combat meant that the Pawns could no longer maintain pressure upon the enemy battlements. The stoneborn took advantage of their newfound leeway to unleash a unified Spell through the use of Synchronous Chanting.


    “Withering Sands!”


    A huge cloud of copper-colored dust shot out from the fort’s walls and crashed into the extremely noisy brawl some thirty meters away. The magical sands enveloped both sides and hung heavy in the air, clinging to metal and stone alike. Katya’s vaunted automata began rusting over at a mind-boggling pace. Their pristine steel shells grew red and fragile while their joints and internals screeched maddeningly while attempting to move around. The earthen constructs also suffered from the effects of the Spell, as it would cause erosion in stone in addition to corroding metal.


    However, the Rockfist Guardians had a naturally high tolerance for earth-attuned magic, so they didn’t suffer anywhere near as badly from the Withering Sands. They cracked up or lost a few chunks here and there, but their performance was barely even affected. The attacking force, on the other hand, was rapidly turning into immobile scrap. Their guns had jammed up, their limbs would not move properly and their frames would crumple and bend under the blows of the Rockfist Guardians. The flow of the fight had shifted from the automata having a definite edge to them being systematically flattened rather one-sidedly.


    But this sort of situation was nothing new. Both sides were quite used to this scene. It was, after all, the sonekin’s most effective way of repelling Katya’s army. It was also the main reason why she needed to have overwhelming numbers in order to claim a decisive victory. And since those numbers weren’t present, the defenders allowed themselves a hearty cheer.


    Their premature celebrations were suddenly cut short by a golden light that began to envelop the enemy’s units was any indication. Their rust disappeared, their cracked shells sealed themselves back up and their bullets were let loose once again. One after the other, each of them was being restored to pristine condition as if time was running backwards. The stoneborn commander called Rotadin frantically scanned the battlefield to try and spot the one responsible, which he did almost immediately.


    “Holy- Holy- Light! Light!”


    It was probably a good thing Fizzy and Plus were too preoccupied mending Katya’s toys with their combined magic to see the look on his face. Otherwise they would probably take offense to the fact it took the enemy this long to notice them. Then again, hiding behind the Pawns until they were needed was part of the plan in the first place. After all, it wouldn’t do much good to openly announce that the automaton army had themselves a new trump card. But that was then, this was now. And right now, it was their time to quite literally shine.


    After ridding a total of sixteen Pawns of their corrosive affliction, the pint-sized Paladin charged at the closest Rockfist Guardian. She swung her Iron Teeth in a huge horizontal arc, smashing through both of its knees in a single motion. She spun on her heel to preserve the momentum of her swing and redirected it upwards, smashing apart its chest before it could fall on top of her.


    She then used Armored Charge to crash into the next one, breaking through its left leg. The crippled construct spun around on its remaining foot and fell over with a heavy thud. Fizzy swung her wrench in a downward motion while invoking the Love Tap Martial Art. She smashed the Rockfist Guardian against the ground, causing its body to bounce up in the air as if it was made of rubber instead of stone. The mithril golem then swung once more with a Grand Slam, taking its blocky head clean off and sending it flying towards the enemy battlements. It caught a gawking Stonesinger in the face, cracking his skull and knocking him off the rampart.


    “R-Reinforcements!” bellowed Rotadin. “Reinforce the walls! Pull more men away from the shields! Send more Guardians out! You lot - stop staring and hit that thing with another blast! Don’t let any of those tin bastards near the fort!”


    A fire had been lit under the stoneborn captain’s ass. What he initially saw as a minor distraction had instantly become a dire situation, all because of the appearance of that shiny-headed woman in the green bodysuit. The way she was tearing through them as if they were paper made chills run down his spine. She was already finishing off her fifth stone soldier by the time he finished rallying his men. He wasn’t sure what was going on, but there was no doubt in his mind that terrible things would happen if that monster was allowed to reach the walls.


    “Withering Sands!”


    Another blast of rust-inducing powder was sent towards the skirmish, aimed directly at this new enemy. But Fizzy didn’t cower from it. Just the opposite, actually. She ran towards it while making a backhanded swing with her shield.


    “Rebound!”


    The Martial Art activated flawlessly and deflected the majority of the magically charged cloud of sand, sending it flying back towards the wall. Some of it clung to her and caused her frame to tarnish, but Plus immediately applied a Cleanse and a Holy Light to restore it to its original luster. Much like she had assumed before the assault started, the enemy’s magic couldn’t do much against her mithril hide.


    The redirected Withering Sands washed over the fort’s walls in the meantime, causing them to crumble and fall apart at an alarming pace. Unlike the Rockfist Guardians, the fortifications around the Lake Tissyl outpost were not warded against attacks of a magical nature. Why would it be? After all, such things were beyond the Nemesis’s means.


    Therefore, the Stonesingers were forced to tend to the crumbling structures, repairing the rock and stone with the same efficiency that Fizzy mended metal. They could not let the walls fall, lest they expose their concentrating comrades to the enemy’s line of fire. There was no danger of that scenario happening though, not when considering the sheer number of earthen magic users around. However, the completely unexpected turn of events had caused them to overcommit to the repairs, leaving a certain mithril golem with just the right opening she was counting on.


    “Katya!” she shouted at her earpiece. “Begin phase three!”


    “Are you sure about zis, devochka? Eet seems highly unlikely zat-”


    “Do it now, woman!”


    “Alright. Just don’t vhine to me if you end up as scrap!”


    Fizzy fell back towards a pair of Pawns that had assumed a rather questionable position. One of them had crouched down to the ground so low that it was practically sitting on it, while the other had climbed on top of its shoulders with the frontmost pair of its crab-like legs. The mithril golem rapidly clambered up their bodies until she was hugging the topmost one’s head. She quickly eyed the distance from her current position to the enemy’s fortifications, and instantly concluded that this was probably close enough.


    “Okay, I’m ready! Let me have it!”


    “Ura!”


    Katya led out a cheer while activating the self-destruct on the two Pawn-bots beneath Fizzy. They exploded simultaneously in a plume of flames, smoke, and shrapnel that sent the mithril golem hurtling through the air towards the stoneborn fort while wreathed in fire. The defenders saw the incoming Pawn propelled Paladin and immediately tried to repel it by using a Skill not too dissimilar to Fizzy’s Magnetize. It didn’t matter how heavy the inbound projectile was - it could still be pushed away if enough Stonesingers combined their efforts.


    Unfortunately for them, mithril was not a material that could be manipulated through magnetism, regardless of how powerful the magic involved was.


    Fizzy crash landed inside the outpost’s fortifications, well behind enemy lines. The impact from her landing heavily cracked the floor, kicking up a cloud of dust and smoke in the process. The Stonesingers and their pet Guardians tried to encircle her, but they were too slow. She dashed out of the smoke and through their hole-ridden perimeter. She shoved the Rockfist Guardians aside and barreled her way through the stoneborn mob.


    Being predominantly magic users meant that Stonesingers were relatively weak in terms of physical strength and durability for their Levels. Which meant they were completely incapable of stopping the golem’s advance. Any who tried to do so were trampled beneath the one-woman murder train as she made her way towards her target. Very few of them used offensive magic on her, as the majority were unwilling to hit their own allies with it. Some of the more desperate and/or observant of them tried putting up walls of stone that erupted out of the earth and blocked her path, but those too would prove to be futile.


    “Oh, please!” shouted Fizzy with a wide grin on her face. “I’m the Juggernaut, bitch!”


    She charged through their hastily erected barricades like a minotaur in a potion shop and crashed shield-first into the huge black diamond in the middle of the courtyard. The mystic crystal broke apart with a loud screeching noise and a flash of purple light, crumbling into countless sparkling shards. There was a brief moment of dreadful silence, followed by high-pitched whistling and punctuated by a series of explosions as Katya’s unobstructed mortar fire rained down upon the fort.


    Rotadin shouted from atop the wall in an effort to rally his troops and organize a secondary defensive line, but nobody could hear his voice. The shock of being suddenly bombarded directly like this had caused the fort to fall into disarray, and it was only about to get worse. The wasp-like Bishops flew in overhead and started providing optimized targeting solutions to the Rooks, maximizing the effectiveness of each mortar shell. Supporting gunfire from the mechanized army’s main force then ploughed through the top of the ramparts. The high-explosive ammunition ripped through stone and flesh alike, further adding to the confusion.


    Rotadin had barely enough time to jump down from his lookout tower and hide behind the lowest, thickest parts of the outer wall before his position was gouged by gunfire. He didn’t like it one bit, but he had to admit this battle seemed lost. It was a sort of unwritten rule that any fight against the Nemesis was over once her bombs started hitting solid ground. Normally they would have been able to push away the dangerous projectiles with their Stonesinger magic, but the enemy’s new strategy had completely devastated their formation.


    The focal point of said strategy, and indeed the immediate cause of all this strife, was undoubtedly that strange girl-shaped weapon. And if these tactics bore fruit here, then there was no doubt they could do so elsewhere. All stoneborn fortifications had the same general layout, after all. Therefore, he had to relay what he had seen back to his superiors so that they can form a counter-stratagem. Which meant that he needed to get out of this place safely and abandon his subordinates to their fate. He didn’t like it, but his duties were clear. His comrades needed to know about this new threat, lest other, larger settlements fell to this new threat.


    The stoneborn commander somewhat regretfully reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out a palm-sized off-white stone that had a glowing yellow rune inscribed in it. It was a magic item known as a Realm Key, which was similar in function to the Portal Keys used by surface dwellers. The main difference was that this one transported the user to the Realmstone at the stoneborn capital rather than a dungeon’s Waystone.


    Rotadin wasted no more time lamenting his decisions and smashed the enchanted rock against his forehead. The Realm Key crumbled to dust, which instantly took on the golden glow of the magical rune that was etched into it. The radiant sand swirled around him as it prepared to transport him to safety. The stoneborn commander ended up shutting his eyes so that he wouldn’t have to meet the accusatory glares of his comrades. Even though everyone involved probably understood the reasons involved, what he was trying to do still boiled down to running away with his tail between his legs.


    “Oh, no you don’t!”


    Fizzy let out a yell as she tackled him from the side and pinned him face-down against the floor. With the Realm Key’s spatial magic disturbed before it could activate, the golden dust lost its glow and fell to the ground, completely inert. Rotadin frantically struggled against the golem, but the massive weight on his back made it hard to breathe, let alone move. Any attempts at throwing her off or breaking out of her vice-like grip were immediately proven to be futile. The most he could do was look over his shoulder and up at his captor while gritting his teeth with anger flaring in his eyes.


    However, what he actually saw left him flabbergasted.


    The combination of Fizzy’s dynamic entry and the indiscriminate bombardment of the Rooks had completely torn off her clothing. Not even scraps of that tasteless fabric remained, allowing her glorious frame to show off its otherworldly luster in all its splendor. The pure mithril was so smooth and impeccable, that Rotadin could almost see his reflection in it. The smudges of soot and blood covering it seemed more like works of art rather than filth and grime. Even dung would probably look extremely high-class if it was slathered upon such an extravagant canvas. For the briefest of moments, the stoneborn had completely forgotten that this beautiful creature was solely responsible for the disaster that had befallen him and his men.


    He was then knocked out cold with a heavy-handed slap to the back of his head.


    “Katya. I captured one of the officers for interrogation,” reported Fizzy into her earpiece.


    “*SKKHRT* -ing up- *KHRRT* -fall back to- *BZZZT* -aged! *KHRRRR*”


    Except that the only thing she got in response were some fragmented words and a lot of static. It would seem that the Original Artificer’s communications equipment was damaged when she used her creations as an improvised catapult. Either that or that magnetic pulse that washed over her had fried or. Or maybe it was the brief but violent struggle following her landing that did it? Whatever the case, it was obviously far more delicate than she gave it credit for. She couldn’t even fix it, as the thing wasn’t made solely of metal. Thankfully she didn’t have to wonder what to do, as a Bishop buzzed in shortly afterwards and wiggled its wings at her to get her attention.


    The golem nodded in response, hoisted her captive onto her shoulder and followed the flying bot through the battlefield while the Pawns and Rooks provided cover. She was escorted through an opening in the wall, where the Knight-class transport she arrived on was already waiting for her. She climbed inside the back of the mostly empty vehicle and secured her unconscious prisoner in a corner by binding his hands and feet with some chain that was lying around. The Knight’s engine roared the instant she was done and began carting the two of them away from the battlefield.


    “Vhell,” came Katya’s garbled voice from one of the speakers overhead, “zat vhent better zan I expected.”


    “Better? It went flawlessly, didn’t it?” argued Fizzy.


    “I vhouldn’t say zat. Despite vhot it looked like, my bots still used too many boolets. Suffered much damage, too. I vhill not have enough to wipe ze, how you say, meetbags out completely.”


    “That wasn’t going to happen no matter what. A few of them disappeared like this guy was about to before I nabbed him.”


    Fizzy had spotted a few puffs of yellow smoke accompanied by flashes of golden light on her way out, meaning that there were those who had already escaped Katya’s grasp.


    “I’d just be glad we managed to breach their defenses that quickly if I were you.”


    “Dah. Zere eez no denying zat. But I steel lost a lot more units zan I thought I vhould. Your strategy, eez much messier zan it seemed at first. ”


    “Not really,” said the golem with a shrug. “To be honest, this is how all battles are normally like. Ugly. Violent. Chaotic, even.”


    Even though she was waging war, Katya was essentially a civilian that lived a sheltered life. She might have heard of things like ‘shell shock’ or ‘post traumatic stress disorder,’ but she failed to truly grasp their meaning. It was only to be expected though. There was no way someone who had never been on the front lines would understand the true impact prolonged combat could have on a person’s psyche. The stress of waking up each day knowing it could be their last, or suddenly realizing that the people they laughed and shared drinks with just last night were gone forever. Such things were completely foreign to someone like her who had never even been in a fight and saw everything purely in terms of numbers and statistics.


    But Fizzy knew those troubles well. Her own experiences leading up to her forsaking her flesh and subsequent observations during the elf-human Calamity Conflict had given her quite a bit of insight on the subject. She knew how infectious fear was, how easy it was for a tightly wound soldier to snap, and how to best use such things her advantage. How could she not? Both Boxxy and the elven Legions relied on causing a panic through an ambush or other underhanded tricks. They would then either wipe out the enemy before they could regroup, or at the very least deal as much damage as possible before falling back and trying again. There was no way Fizzy wouldn’t pick up a few pointers in deviousness and psychological warfare with ‘teachers’ like that.


    “Indeed?” said Katya. “Sadly, I do not zink your meetods vhill be as effective ze next time.”


    “Maybe not, but at least I can get a better picture of what I’m dealing with thanks to this guy,” pointed out the golem while lightly kicking the stoneborn on the ground.


    As it turned out, despite all her research and observation, Katya was more lacking in information than she cared to admit. Especially when it came to magic. For instance, she had no idea how magic items that projected defensive barriers worked and what their limits were. Therefore, she didn’t realize that the Stoneborn were supplementing their magnetic shield with their own mana in order to cope with her onslaught. A fact that left them rather vulnerable should a second force walk past it and encroach on their position, much like the golem had done earlier. It also probably interfered with their magic somehow, otherwise they wouldn’t have it stretch out so far away from the walls.


    Granted, Fizzy was by no means an expert on the subject of magic, but she learned quite a bit about its practical applications in siege warfare during the battle at Fort Yimin. That was how she was able to deduce all of that based on the recordings she had been shown. Strictly speaking though, the fact that Katya had never once tried to circumvent the magical barrier with a pincer attack like she did today was truly mind boggling to Fizzy. Perhaps the golem was underestimating just how stubborn the Original Artificer was? That was most probably the case, actually. After all, she was dealing with a person who defied an entire kingdom rather than bow down to their authority, so there was no way she wouldn’t be incredibly hard-headed.


    “So, your impressions of ze Stonesingers?” asked Katya. “I am curious to heer vhat you tink of zem.”


    “Hmm, they’re definitely troublesome. I’d have struggled a lot more against those Guardians of theirs if you didn’t soften them up for me. I also got hit with quite a few solid hits while I was inside the fort. Those Echo Blasts of theirs were especially bad.”


    The Spell in question assaulted Fizzy with intense vibrations that made her shake apart from the inside out due to the resonance. She was by no means a specialist on the subject of sound, but she still had a solid grasp on the physics involved thanks to her Artificer Job. She was therefore quite aware of how dangerous something like that could be, especially to a hard-bodied construct like herself. Sure, mithril was one of the most durable metals in the world, but even it wouldn’t stand a chance if she was nailed with the right frequency and amplitude. Or if too many of those hit her at once. Trying to avoid or Rebound the Spells in question was extremely difficult, as it was quite impossible to predict the path of invisible vibrations that travelled through the air at the speed of sound.


    Thankfully, there was a way to counteract it. Her Shock Absorption had gone up a Level during the latter stages of the kerfuffle, so she was quite sure it was able to dampen the hostile vibrations. Surely raising the Skill’s Proficiency Level would prove to be an effective countermeasure. Not to mention that her Metal Golem Job was getting awfully close to a Rank Up. Therefore, if she wanted to make sure she survived any future conflicts where she didn’t have the element of surprise, she needed to get stronger across the board. Which meant a whole lot of fighting and killing.


    “Katya, you know where there are monster nests around here, right?”


    “… Yes. I do. Vhy?” came the somewhat hesitant answer.


    “I want to train my Jobs and Skills before I head out there again. Gotta keep stacking those odds, y’know?”


    Even if Fizzy wanted to return to Boxxy as soon as possible, it was quite obvious that this was not something she could accomplish in a day or two. She may have rushed into that raid from being overly excited at the realization that it was still alive, but she had more than enough time to calm down and think things through since then. She needed to make sure she returned to it in one piece, after all.


    “Ah. I see,” said Katya. “But eezn’t zat dangerous too? I am not sure how eet eez on ze surface, but ze monsters down heer are no pushovers.”


    “I know. I’ve already tangled with some of them. Besides, I can just rely on your automata for support in case I get in trouble.”


    The best part was that they were all soulless machines that did not have a Status of their own. Having them tag along would mean Fizzy would still get all the credit for the kills. Or most of it, at least. However, the golem wanted to maximize her Skill gains as a priority, so she would want to fight without their involvement as much as possible. Not to mention that, even though she didn’t want to admit it, she had some reservations regarding blatant power-Leveling after what she went through as Boxxy’s battle slave.


    “Hmm, eez good point,” consented the disembodied voice. “Okay. I vhill make ze necessary arrangements vhen I am finished vhit ze foraging outpost.”


    “What, they’re still at it?”


    “Dah. Ze primitives, zey got zeir act together and are fighting ze good fight. Zey might even claim veektory now zat you’re no longer zere. But eez okay, I already finish my objective. Any furzer damage I can do is just bonus.”


    “… Right. We were supposed to sabotage the food supply.”


    In all the excitement, the golem had nearly forgotten what the goal of that attack was. And now that she thought about it, there was one part of the original plan she wasn’t quite clear on.


    “Actually, you never told me how you were going to do that.”


    “Eez very seemple,” stated Katya. “I just need to get eenside fort and use Fat Man at point blank range.”


    “Uh-huh. I’m assuming this ‘Fat Man’ is some sort of weapon and not an actual obese person.”


    “Dah. Eez meeny nuke launcher.”


    “Sorry, a what?”


    “Shoulder mounted catapult, throw special bomb at enemy. Eet make big boom zat glow like sun, kill many things. I take idea from century old game I play as little girl. In honest, eez not very efficient or practical design, but eez nostalgic.”


    “What, really?”


    “I know, I know. Eet probably sounds seelly, but game make big impact on young me. Eez vhat give me passion for roboteeks - er, I mean avtomata - in first place.”


    “Okay? I suppose that’s fair, but I don’t see how a big bomb is supposed to affect food supplies stored in the keep’s basement.”


    Not unless this ‘Fat Man’ was capable of demolishing the entire fort in one blast, but Katya wouldn’t be struggling so much if she had something that powerful on hand.


    “Ze nuke, eet let out a lot of radiashun. Eet seep into ground, walls and lake, poizen food and vhater, make zem unfit for eating.”


    “Wait, you mean like that blue stuff I found at your old dump site? You’ve weaponized it?!”


    “Of course.”


    “But… Why?!”


    “Becoz I can, devochka.”


  




  Deep Thoughts 6


  

    Rotadin woke up with a start. He leapt to his feet and looked around his surroundings in a panic, and was instantly made aware of a trio disturbing facts. One - he was in a windowless room lined with metal. Two - he was naked except for the shackles around his hands and feet. And three - he had a splitting headache. As worrying as they were, however, none of these things were immediate threats to his well being, so it didn’t take him long to calm down and steady his breathing.


    He again looked around the chamber he was in. It was about two and a half meters on all sides and completely empty. Rather than a room, it would be more accurate to call it the inside of a steel box. The only features on the walls around him was a rectangular seam in the one opposite him, which was most likely the door. A couple of air vents and a round white light were embedded in the ceiling, but they were too high up for him to reach so he didn’t even bother with them. The floor had a small hole in it over in one corner, but it only looked wide enough to allow maybe his arm to fit through it.


    Regarding this place’s function, it was probably a prison cell. He was clobbered rather hard, so he had trouble remembering how exactly he was captured. However, his bizarre restraints combined with the fact that he had been stripped of his uniform left no doubt in his mind that he was a prisoner of war. Which was… unusual, to say the least. The Nemesis had always been the ‘shoot first, ask questions never’ sort of monster, which made his current predicament just as puzzling as it was dire.


    He then started weighing his options. His limbs were shackled and he had no equipment, but he could still use magic. He was both a Stonesinger and a Pyromancer, so he had quite a few Spells at his disposal. Granted, the flame-slinging occupation was mostly there to deal with the occasional monster hunt, but he still had it and the magics it provided. And since these bindings weren’t the mana-draining variety, his MP was full and raring to go.


    Unfortunately, none of his Spells and Skills seemed like they would get him out of this place, mostly due to the material used in the construction of his cell. It was made out of titanium, or ‘titansteel’ as the stoneborn called it, which was notoriously difficult to break through. Calling out his Rockfist Guardian was out of the question. Unlike a Pyromancer’s Molten Guardian or a Cryomancer’s Glacial Guardian, the Stonesinger version of the Skill required access to raw materials. Rock and stone couldn’t be conjured out of thin air as easily as ice and flame, after all.


    Well, it wasn’t like a Rockfist Guardian would be able to move much in this tight space anyway.


    His next best bet was the Withering Sands Spell, but that wouldn’t do much since this metal was extremely resistant to corrosion, rust, and acid. And he knew that for a fact, because the Nemesis had tried outfitting her soldiers with the stuff at one point. They were definitely much tougher, but the Withering Sands still seeped through the gaps in their armor and turned their insides to scrap. The Nemesis quickly abandoned that design and returned to steel, most likely because iron was significantly more common than titanium.


    The bottom line was that Rotadin was quite familiar with how resilient this stuff was. He’d probably need to work at it for weeks before he made any sort of progress. His captor would surely not let such a time-consuming escape attempt take place. Using fire magic would just amount to turning his prison into an oven, so that was right out.


    The stoneborn officer sighed dejectedly and sat his bare ass down on the ground with his hands crossed. He didn’t have to wait long before a series of clicking and whirring noises drew his attention to what he assumed was the door. His guess was proven to be correct when the metal slab smoothly slid into the floor, prompting him to rise to his feet. A bright yellow light poured in from the outside, completely drowning out the soft white glow from overhead. It took him a few moments for his eyes to adjust, but he quickly made out a couple of silhouettes standing in the doorway.


    The one in front was shorter and glistened with a face of pure mithril. Rotadin blinked a few times as memories of his capture flooded back to him. Unlike back then, Fizzy was now wearing another of those green body suits, though this one had been altered to better suit her needs. It had been separated into two parts, the upper one being a sleeveless vest that left her midriff, shoulders and collarbone exposed. It showed no cleavage, but it was so tight that it really didn’t have to. Her lower body was covered up by a pair of long low-cut trousers that just barely hid away her nether regions and butt crack. Curiously enough, they had holes in them that left her calves and upper outer thighs exposed. Her feet simply had a set of plain-looking combat boots that were brown in color, unlike the green fabric covering the rest of her.


    It wasn’t quite as mesmerizing as when he first laid eyes upon her, but the mithril golem’s radiance was very much on display. Stunned as he was by Fizzy’s pure glow, it took Rotadin a few seconds to register the other being in the room. Namely the blue-haired android with the ice-cold stare looming over and behind the golem. It was a shape he knew well, for he was one of the handful of remaining stoneborn to have laid eyes on it.


    Which was precisely why the rage that flared up within him boiled over to the point where he couldn’t help but let it out.


    “Fireb-! *Thwack* Guhack!”


    He attempted to incinerate her here and now with a Fireball Spell, but Fizzy intervened and hit him in the throat with the edge her shield before he could finish.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
You have suffered blunt force trauma. HP -225.

You have been Silenced. You cannot chant Spells for the next 8 seconds.


            
          


        

      


    


    Rotadin coughed and sputtered as he held his throat with both hands. He fell over on his back, still reeling from the golem’s Gag Order. It was one of several melee Martial Arts that had the effect of interrupting and preventing spellcasting. Not all of them targeted the throat, though the ones that did applied the Silenced condition for longer. One thing all those anti-magic moves had in common, however, was the fact that they could be used silently and at a moment’s notice. Provided the target was close enough, of course.


    “None of that, meatbag,” growled Fizzy as she stepped forward. “Another stunt like that and I won’t be so gentle next time. Am I clear?!”


    The stoneborn nodded frantically as he struggled to take a breath. He feared his windpipe had been crushed, but he was allowed to breathe normally once the Silenced effect wore off. He settled down soon afterwards, resolving himself to sitting cross-legged and cross-armed in the corner. The golem stood immediately in front of him to make sure he didn’t try anything stupid, while Katya remained just outside the cell. The way she glared at him with that cold, mechanical stare of hers really made his blood boil. It was as if she was looking at a piece of week-old shit on the side of the road.


    It was the same disdainful stare she had the first and last time he saw her.


    “Well, good to see the Queen Cunt hasn’t changed at all,” he spat out while rubbing his throat.


    “… You’ve seen her before?” asked Fizzy.


    “Aye. I was in the crowd when that bloody she-monster killed our king.”


    “Uh… what?”


    The golem looked over her shoulder at Katya, but she just shrugged her shoulders.


    “Like I said, zere vhere some problems with ze negotiations.”


    “Negotiations? Hah! What’s that? A surfacer word for ‘unwarranted massacre?’”


    “Oh, pleez. Your debil tzar, he had eet coming. Nobody stands betvheen me and vhat eez mine.”


    “The Realmstone is not yours!” bellowed Rotadin. “It’s not anyone’s! Nobody can hope to claim ownership of it! You’ve been told this dozens of times already!”


    “Sure eet eez,” she said with a skeptical smirk. “If zat eez so, zen vhy do you not just let me have eet, hmmm?”


    “Because you want to break it apart! You want to smash it and dismantle it for your own twisted needs! My people cannot survive if we let you do that!”


    “Hah! As eef I care about some primitives een a hole!”


    “You fucking bitch! I swear on my father’s grave I will see your-!”


    “Let’s dial it down a notch, meatbag,” warned Fizzy as she stepped between the two. “Otherwise I will have to hurt you. Again.”


    “Oh no, don’t hold back on my account,” called out Katya from behind. “By all means. Hurt heem.”


    “But-”


    “I eenseest.”


    The golem turned her attention back to the prisoner. Rotadin couldn’t help but feel her hesitation to put the squeeze on him as he stared into her face and eyes. This mithril construct’s behavior struck him as odd, to say the least. He didn’t know who or what it- she was, but she was quite obviously not one of the soulless dolls that the Nemesis normally employed. She was a being that could think for herself, and that gave him something he had long run out of.


    Hope.


    “It’s okay, lass,” he grumbled quietly. “You do what you have to.”


    Fizzy cocked an eyebrow for a moment, then stepped forward. She grabbed the stoneborn’s scalp with one hand and reached into his mouth with the other. She gripped one of his teeth at random and pulled it out of his upper jaw with a single motion. Rotadin fell to the ground once more, writhing and screaming as blood trickled out of his mouth.


    “Zis vhill do for today,” declared Katya. “Come, Feezy. Vhe have vhork to do.”


    “Shouldn’t I heal him first?”


    “No. Let him suffer a bit for his eensolence. Besides, eez not life threatening.”


    “I guess not…”


    The two mechanized women then stepped out of the containment cell and sealed it behind them. They proceeded down the dimly lit corridor towards the main common area of the Novyy Dragunov facility, though Fizzy couldn’t help but be worried with Katya’s lingering smile.


    “That, uh, that was going a bit overboard,” she said after a while.


    “Vhat? Don’t tell me you suddenly become paceefeest.”


    “No, nothing like that. It’s just that, didn’t we agree that torture is a terrible interrogation method?”


    Information divulged under torture was almost always either inaccurate or incomplete, and not always by the victim’s choice. Lacking any magical or chemical influence on the mind, the most reliable methods of getting information out of a prisoner were psychological ones. Indeed, the threat and fear of bodily harm was often more effective than the act itself. Both Katya and Fizzy were more or less aware of this. One through knowledge of her old world, the other through the cruel experiments of a murderous box. That was why they had decided on doing the whole ‘good cop, bad cop’ routine to begin with.


    “Yes, I am avhare, devochka,” said Katya calmly. “I just felt like making zat pathetic vhorm scream.”


    “Okay, it’s official - she’s fucked in the head,” declared Plus.


    I dunno, I think I kind of get it, argued Fizzy. I’d probably want some petty revenge too if some meatbags were keeping me from my goals for two whole decades. Besides, he seemed to have opened up a bit as a result, so it’s not all bad.


    That ‘do what you have to’ the prisoner let out seemed to indicate he had misinterpreted the golem’s hesitation as ‘she’s only doing this because she’s being ordered to.’ In reality, she just didn’t want to be doing pointless things. Fizzy may have been a violent psychopath with a few screws loose, but that didn’t mean she enjoyed inflicting pain when it would serve no clear purpose. The fact that it had somehow turned out okay seemed like it was dumb luck, which made Fizzy feel a bit conflicted. Even if she was a Champion of Chaos, that didn’t mean she wanted to leave all the important events in her life up to chance.


    Which was why she was rather eager to start making preparations for the future.


    “So,” spoke up the golem, “about those monster nests we talked about…”


    Not five minutes later, and the slightly disgruntled Paladin was already hitching a ride on one of Katya’s Knights. They escorted her and a dozen Pawns to the outskirts of a sprawling tunnel system that served as a shardling hive. Unlike the scorpion-looking ones she encountered beneath the Vault, however, the ones around here were much closer in appearance to ants. At least in terms of overall shape and number of appendages. Their horse-like sizes, bright orange crystalline chitin and three pairs of compound eyes were more than evidence enough of their monstrous nature.


    Fizzy then proceeded to wade into the wriggling insectile swarm with great gusto. The six-legged shardlings stabbed at her with their clawed feet and tried to bite her with their powerful mandibles, but failed to do much of anything. Even if they were physically strong enough to knock the metal golem around, their organic body parts were ultimately too soft to puncture her mithril hide. A minor dent or two was the most they could manage in terms of physical confrontation.


    Much like their arachnid cousins, the biggest threat these overgrown arthropods posed were their spittle and other bodily fluids, most of which were aggressively corrosive in nature. And considering that Fizzy was wading headfirst into them, it was inevitable that the stuff would splash onto her. Her shield was perfectly fine since it was still an Artifact-grade item, but the rest of her wasn’t. Even if mithril was naturally resistant to acid, it was not wholly immune to it. Sure, she could heal the damage, but there was a limit to how much she could take before she started losing body mass.


    And that was something that she would not be able to recover without the aid of a golem maker.


    This was where Katya’s outfits finally showed their worth. The green fabric didn’t do much against the Stonesingers’ magic, but it repelled the shardlings’ acidic fluids as if they were simple water. The downside was that the material was not very durable. The monsters’ physical attacks and the golem’s own actions both steadily ripped away at the protective gear, which meant she needed a change of clothes with surprising frequency. Something Katya had foreseen, as evidenced by the fact she brought quite a few outfits on this outing.


    After about three hours, fifteen ripped up suits, and a grand total of just over three hundred shardling kills later, Fizzy’s first underground monster hunting expedition came to an end. In that time she had gotten her Metal Golem Job up to Level 45 and her Paladin Job up to Level 42. The growth rate wasn’t as ridiculous as when she accidentally wiped out over a thousand crystalline scorpions with nuclear waste, but it was still very good, objectively speaking.


    The expedition would’ve gone on, but the group was running out of both victims and supplies. Not only on acid-repellant gear, but also ammunition. This presented something of a security risk. After all, if it wasn’t for the Pawns providing cover fire for Fizzy, then it was very likely she would’ve been overwhelmed. She’d also have gotten hopelessly lost if it wasn’t for her escort keeping track of their path and positioning. Those circular shardling tunnels all looked the same to her, and their winding paths were quite confusing. The fact that the monstrous ants had a habit of bursting out of the walls by the dozens did not help navigation, either.


    Therefore, it was decided that she would return to base to restock and resupply before heading out again. Fizzy didn’t mind, as the trip back gave her ample chance to quietly weigh her Skill options, but quickly found herself torn between two of them.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Geomagnetic Grip

Description: The ability to mold and manipulate metals through magnetism.

Requirements: Level 45 Metal Golem, Magnetize, INT 200, WIS 100

Type: Sustained

Activation Time: Instant

Cost: 40 MP/sec

Range: 5 Meters

Effects: Levitates and warps metallic objects within range in accordance to the user’s will.

The MP cost of this Skill is increased by up to 100% when used on non-magnetic or enchanted metals.

This Skill cannot be used on objects that exceed 20% of the user’s body weight.

Reduces the MP cost of this Skill by 3 MP/sec for every 2 Levels of this Skill.

Increases the weight tolerance of this Skill by 1% of the user’s body weight per Level of the Magnetize Skill.


            
          


        

      


    


    The first of those was definitely the more versatile of the two, as it could be used for both offense and defense. The fact that it could be used on virtually all metals unlike Magnetize was an especially attractive proposition. It could also prove to be quite useful in Fizzy’s Artificer pursuits too, as it would let her bend components into the right shape without the use of a forge. Unfortunately, it was impossible to tell how capable it was of making fine adjustments and minute manipulations until the golem actually picked it up. She therefore decided to judge it solely based on its combat potential.


    The mental image of strangling some poor sod with his own armor was quite… tasty.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Shining Armor

Description: The metal golem’s hide becomes polished to a mirror-like sheen, allowing it to reflect a portion of inbound magic.

Requirements: Level 45 Metal Golem

Type: Passive

Activation Time: N/A

Cost: N/A

Range: 30 Meters

Effects: Returns 25% of magic damage taken back to its source.

Increases damage dealt by this Skill by 5% per Level of this Skill.

Increases all elemental resistances by 2% per Level of this Skill.

The effects of this Skill are doubled against Beam type Spells.


            
          


        

      


    


    The other Skill Fizzy was considering was a purely defensive and reactive one. Strictly speaking, while the mithril golem already had a good handle on physical combat, magic remained the biggest threat to her existence. Especially when it came from Cryomancers who could exploit her Bane. Incidentally, those guys were also quite partial to using the Freezing Beam Spell. Therefore, it wasn’t a stretch of the imagination to say it was possible they would kill themselves upon her shiny body if she could outlast them.


    Not to mention that the fact this Skill would make her even shinier was quite attractive in its own right.


    Truthfully speaking, the golem wanted both of those. She really did. However, that wasn’t going to happen. This would be the last Metal Golem Skill she would be able to get, so she had to choose one or the other.


    “I must say, Feezy, you are very good at exterminating zat vermin. Much better zan I expected.”


    She continued weighing the pros and cons of the two until Katya’s garbled voice came in over the speakers and put a stop to her mental gymnastics. The otherworlder’s interference was actually a welcome one, because it helped make up Fizzy’s mind.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Proficiency level increased. Geomagnetic Grip is now Level 1. INT +4. WIS +2.


            
          


        

      


    


    It was a magic-related Skill that didn’t affect her physically, so she wouldn’t experience any downtime while her body upgraded itself. Which was good, because she didn’t want to reveal any weaknesses to the other party. There was, after all, a very good chance that Katya would end up betraying Fizzy when the golem’s usefulness to her ran out. Their alliance was one of convenience at best, so it was only natural to suspect foul play. Which was why Fizzy chose the Skill that would give her a definite edge over Katya’s weaponry when the time came.


    But until then, she would have to continue carefully gathering information on the Original Artificer’s operations while playing nice. At least that latter part was something she had plenty of practice of during her stay in Azurvale.


    “I find that a bit insulting to be honest,” she answered indignantly. “Just how little faith do you have in me if you thought some overgrown bugs would get the better of me.”


    “Eez true, I have underestimated you. Eez just zat I did not see much of you during ze raid, so I vhas unsure how vhell you performed during combat. But now zat I had a good chance to study you, I must admeet I am impressed.”


    “I can’t take all the credit. Those suits you made me wear made things a lot easier for me. I’m just glad you listened to my request to alter them so they don’t block my heat vents.”


    The things Fizzy was referring to had appeared on her body as a result of the Skill she picked up at Level 40 of the Metal Golem Job, shortly before meeting Katya.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Heat Exchange

Description: The golem vents excess heat, allowing it to better regulate its internal temperature.

Requirements: Level 40 Metal Golem, Engine of Destruction, END 250, INT 150

Type: Active

Activation Time: Instant

Cost: 150 MP

Range: Self

Effects: Rapidly reduces body temperature over the next 5 seconds.

Inflicts fire damage to all targets within 2 Meters proportional to the amount of expunged heat.

Increases the damage dealt by this Skill by 5% per Level of this Skill.

Increases the MP recovered by the Engine of Destruction Skill by 2% per Level of this Skill.

Increases fire resistance by 1% per Level of this Skill.

This Skill may not be activated more than once every 10 minutes.


            
          


        

      


    


    When activated, Heat Exchange would open up a number of holes along her lower back, midriff, collar, neck, shoulders, wrists, thighs and calves. Jets of scalding steam would then be ejected out of them as her body forcibly expunged unwanted heat build up. The Skill was obviously intended to help keep herself from running too hot while Engine of Destruction was active. Overheating was a problem the golem ran into quite often these days, as she was always relying on Plus’s help during combat and needed the Engine to keep up with the MP demand. Her tussle in the shardling ant tunnels just now was no different.


    Thankfully the gear Katya provided was surprisingly fire-retardant, so it survived through the abuse without much issue.


    “Come to think of it, what are those suits even made of?” asked the golem. “They’re nothing like anything I’ve seen on the surface.”


    “Ah, zose? I make zem by processing parts of zose ants.”


    “Huh. I never figured you’d have much of an interest in giant insects, to be honest.”


    “Normally I don’t, but zose bugs are an excellent source of high quality crystal. Eez good raw material for opteeks and screens, so I often send my drones to hunt zem. And since I hate tossing theengs away and have much free time, I ended up experimenting with ze various bits.”


    “Ohhh, so that’s how it was. It makes me wonder what other weird stuff you’ve made down here.”


    “Not much, I am afraid. Ze anti-acid cloth, eet eez probably ze highlight. I am only average skilled Alchemist and Blacksmith, so I cannot make much outside avtomata.”


    “Yet you’ve built an entire city the likes of which the world has never seen before.”


    “Yes… vhell… I did vhat I had to. Zis primitive planet, eet could not support my craft at all vhen I got heer. I had no choice but to get good at improvising, just to fill in ze gaps.”


    When a younger Katya found herself on Terrania, she was faced with a place that was utterly devoid of technology. There weren’t any factories, microchips, electronics, batteries, power plants, plastic, composite materials, insulated wiring, motorized vehicles or power tools. The total lack of computers, be they quantum or otherwise, was perhaps the hardest thing she had to come to grips with. Even her cerebral and subdermal implants had disappeared, almost as if they were never there to begin with. Which was probably for the best since she wouldn’t be able to replenish the nanites that maintained their functions.


    This put her in a dire situation initially. Sure, she had a lot of technical knowledge and was hailed as a prodigy when it came to robotics and artificial intelligence, but this world lacked the infrastructure such a skillset demanded. She was like an ace driver without a race car, or a sharpshooter without a gun. Having a lifetime of studying and achievements being rendered meaningless like that was both depressing and infuriating.


    But, although she was called many things in both worlds, ‘quitter’ was the last word that would describe Ekaterina Dragunova. She slaved away for nearly a decade as a novice Blacksmith before she could start a business. The subsequent discovery of the Artificer Job then helped her expand her influence until she commanded something of a small empire in its own right. Somewhere along the way she had made it her mission to uplift and ‘modernize’ this world, though that was mostly for her own benefit. It was a goal she was forced to abandon when she was confronted with selfish profiteers wishing to exploit her genius for their own gain, and was summarily exiled for refusing to bow down to them.


    Or at least, that’s how she saw that whole affair.


    Fizzy was more or less made aware of her stance on the matter, but she wasn’t buying it. Not based on the history books, which were obviously not telling the whole story, but based on her personal observations. To begin with, Katya’s claim that she got saddled with Taboo by ‘accidentally’ irradiating the mountain north of her city was bullshit. The golem had no idea what sort of experiments the Original Artificer had carried out over there, but it was clear the event in question was entirely intentional. After all, one had to willingly and knowingly violate the laws of the gods before they were branded with the Taboo Skill.


    Then there was the issue of why Fizzy couldn’t feel the stench of heresy coming from Katya. It should have been painfully obvious, especially to a Paladin. Another possibility was that the incident with the mountain really was an accident and her saying she had Taboo was a lie. The golem thought that might’ve been the case at first, but she abandoned that thought after the raid on the stoneborn outpost. Katya’s casual approach to unleashing radioactive weapons upon her enemy just to poison their food supply had made it abundantly clear she had violated Zephyra’s decree to preserve the environment many times. She would therefore have a considerable amount of Taboo, regardless of whether that original incident was an intentional or not.


    Based on these conclusions, Fizzy was able to determine that the blue haired and pointlessly sexualized android she had contact with was not the real Katya. Most likely it was just another remote controlled drone, and the real otherworlder was hidden away somewhere. The fact that their prisoner recognized her seemed to support her theory, though she would need to speak with him to confirm it. Among other things.


    “How’s our prisoner doing?” asked Fizzy after that short pause.


    “He fainted shortly after vhe left, probably from ze pain, but he vhoke up after half hour,” answered Katya.


    “Good. I’m going to pay him a visit while you resupply.”


    “Understood. Zen I vhill meet you on-”


    “No, I need to go alone. He’ll be more willing to cooperate if he thinks I’m alone.”


    “Hmm, I suppose,” consented the otherworlder. “In zat case, I expect to see a good show.”


    Technically speaking, Katya would still be able to see and listen to everything that went on in that cell, even if she wasn’t there ‘in person.’ However, it was unlikely their captive would know that. Not even Fizzy herself was sure of how those communication devices functioned quite yet, so it was a safe bet that the stoneborn had no idea about them. Whatever the case, the golem would need to choose her questions very carefully indeed, lest she reveal her true intentions to Katya.


    As for Rotadin, he was sitting quietly in his cell when the door glided open and Fizzy entered.


    “How are you feeling?” she said in a casual manner.


    “I’ve been caught by the bloody bitch that had brought nothing but misfortune upon me, my family, and my people for reasons I can’t even understand. How the fuck do you think I feel?”


    “I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking you.”


    “…”


    Even if he were asked that, Rotadin could not find an answer. His feelings on this entire matter were far too complicated to put into words. Therefore, rather than waste time on such trivia, he instead tried to take the initiative.


    “Cut the crap, lass. Why am I here?”


    “I want to learn more about your people.”


    “Do you, now? I dare say my superiors don’t share much with a simple requisitions officer like myself.”


    “Not military affairs or troop movements. If I wanted to know about those I’d refer to the reports from Katya’s scouts and spies.”


    This was a bluff, of course. Even though her information network was rather impressive, the Original Artificer was hardly as all knowing as Fizzy was making her out to be. She had a lot of data regarding the stoneborn army’s capabilities, strongholds and outposts, but that was the extent of it.


    “I’m asking about your customs, beliefs and values,” continued Fizzy. “What is your relationship to the Realmstone? Do your loyalties lie with your monarch, your family, or your own survival? Are there those among you that would willingly sacrifice their friends and family for the good of the whole?”


    She needed to understand stoneborn on a baser, more fundamental levels. A culture that has survived and endured this long would surely have some deep-seated beliefs. Which also meant there were ways to exploit them. In other words, the golem had to know her enemy if she hoped to resolve this damnable conflict in any sort of expedient manner. That was the reason why she captured this guy in the first place. And since information about their culture didn’t seem like it would be of strategic importance, then there was a good chance he would be willing to divulge some.


    “Sacrifice, huh…”


    Rotadin mumbled as he rose to his feet. He stumbled closer to Fizzy, standing so close to her that the shackled wrists in front of his belly were nearly touching her. Being slightly taller, he stared down into her metallic eyes for a few moments while she returned the glare in kind without flinching.


    “If you really want to know about my people, then why don’t I show you!”


    The man’s head suddenly lunged forward, his forehead colliding with Fizzy’s before she could react. There was the sound of glass breaking as the ruby-like gem stones jutting out from his skin broke open against the golem’s mithril surface. Images began flowing into the Paladin as bits and pieces of Rotadin’s life flashed before her eyes.


    A mother singing a lullaby to a child. A lone fisherman relaxing by the lakeside. A man and a woman in an intimate embrace. An excited child having fun at a festival. A tall white woman exploding violently amidst a crowd of spectators. A bomb falling upon a house. A silent vigil for the dead. A strict man with one eye and one arm giving orders to new recruits. A monster getting crushed by stone golems. A storm of lead hail crashing against thin air. A brother gunned down in cold blood. A tin soldier crumbling from rust. Another silent vigil. Another monster hunt. A pickpocket pleading for his life. A woman made of mithril looming overhead.


    When Fizzy snapped out of her trance, she found herself sitting down. She scanned her surroundings as it took her a few seconds to remember where she was and what she was doing. She then looked down, only to realize she was straddling Rotadin’s chest. Her left hand was wrapped around his neck, while her right was raised up in the air and clenched into a bloodied fist. The stoneborn’s head had been turned to a red paste with clumps of hair sticking out of it, which was smeared across the floor and part of the walls.


    “… What?” she blurted out as she rose to her feet.


    “Oh. Vhelcome back, Feezy,” said Katya through the earpiece.


     “What happened to me?”


    “Zat’s vhat I vhould like to know. You’ve been ignoring my voice and smashing zat guy’s head for almost three minutes now.”


    “Yeah, that was kinda weird,” added Plus. “I called out to you a few times and you didn’t respond. But you looked like you were having fun so I didn’t want to interrupt.”


    Wait, you didn’t see those images?


    “Images? What are you talking about?”


    … I’ll explain later.


    “It’s okay,” said the golem aloud. “He had it coming for what he tried to pull.”


    “Zat eez too much of a reaction for just a headbutt, no? I thought you vhere more… stable zan zis.”


    “It wasn’t a simple headbutt, though.”


    The fragmented memories she received told her that the stoneborn could exchange thoughts and mental imagery by pressing the gems on their foreheads together. In their culture, it was a sign of affection and intimacy on par with a kiss on the lips, probably more than that. But what this man, who she now knew was named Rotadin, had tried to do went beyond that. He tried to force his thoughts and his ideals onto her in some vague hope that his will would inspire the golem to ‘rebel against the Nemesis.’ In other words-


    “It was a mental attack,” she declared. “He was trying to mess with my head and affect my actions.”


    Unfortunately for him, Fizzy was a golem, and as such was largely immune to things that affected the mind. To be honest, the fact she received any of those shattered memories at all was rather remarkable in and of itself. And since her consciousness was too busy processing that influx of information, her body had reverted to its baser instincts - those of a mindless monster that attacked people on sight. Which was how Rotadin ended up as a bloody smear on the ground.


    Her feral actions were probably also the reasons why the cell door was currently shut tight.


    “… Are you going to let me out?” asked the golem.


    “I am not sure if I should. How do I know zis ‘mental attack’ did not leave with any… nasty surprises?”


    “Uh, hello? Pure mithril golem over here?” called out Fizzy while knocking on her head with her fist. “You’ve lived with the bloody dwarves and gnomes for decades, surely you know my kind isn’t affected by stuff like that.”


    “… Oh, right! You vhere a golem! Apologies Feezy, I momentarily forgot.”


    “Wow. Really?”


    “In my defense, you are nozing like ze clumsy and ugly theengs I remember. Far from eet, actually. Also, ze happy smile you had on your face vhile pummeling ze guy vhas very… pure. I must admeet, you are a very fascinating individual.”


    “Humpf. You got that last part right, at least. Now will you open this bloody door? I really need to wash this guy’s brains off me before they dry up.”


    Katya silently complied with her request and opened the prisoner cell up. The golem left the gruesome scene and made her way towards the decontamination chamber. That chemical bath was capable of cleaning a lot more than just radiation, allowing Fizzy to keep her glorious frame as immaculate and sparkly as it deserved to be.


    I just wish she’d stop demanding I wear those bloody suits while at base, she complained inwardly.


    “Uh, boss?”


    What is it, Plus?


    “Are you sure that guy’s attempt at mindfuckery didn’t, well, mindfuck you? Like, even just a little bit?”


    You’re really asking me that, Plus?


    “Yeah. I am. I mean think about it - since when do you use ‘bloody’ in your speech?”


    … Crap.


  




  Deep Thoughts 7


  

    The most common and numerous monsters that dwelled deep beneath the Horkensaft Kingdom were undoubtedly the various subspecies of shardlings. However, that did not necessarily mean they were the top of the food chain. The only reason those crystalline bugs had so much presence was that they reproduced way too quickly. They also weren’t much of a threat unless someone or something brazenly walked into their nests. At least, not compared to the other beasties that roamed these depths.


    Truthfully speaking though, there was no such thing as an undisputed king of this underground ecosystem. The shardling hives and their queens were a contender for the title, but that was only because of their overwhelming numbers. In terms of individual strength, however, the most dangerous one was without a doubt the borewyrm.


    This species of creature looked like a cross between a segmented worm and a centipede that was anywhere between one and ten meters long, depending on age. Its conical head opened up into a three-jawed mouth lined with teeth, which it used to burrow through the earth and chow down on prey. The dozens of legs sprouting from its body at all angles helped push it along its private passages. The array of limbs also gave it good mobility should it find itself in a huge cavern or some other kind of relatively open space.


    When it came to combat, borewyrms mostly relied on their brute strength since they did not have corrosive attacks like the shardlings. Which was probably a good thing, since they really didn’t need to spit acid or poison to kill their targets. Whether it be by biting, body slamming or tail swipes, their opponents would end up smashed and crushed in short order. A borewyrm’s defenses were also quite formidable, as its entire body was covered in highly durable purple scales that gave homage to their draconic heritage. Their hides were so tough that even Katya’s mechanized soldiers and their otherworldly armor-piercing ammunition had trouble punching through it.


    “And zat eez vhy ze most effective method to keel zem eez to feed zem my bots, who vhill zen detonate and blow zem up from ze eenside.”


    “… I see. So that’s what you meant when you said ‘zere vhaz no vhei’ for me to win.”


    Fizzy was currently riding aboard a Knight transport on her way back from the umpteenth shardling ant hunt. She and Katya had been going over potential targets for the golem’s continued growth since those crystalline arthropods had proven to be insufficient to let her reach her immediate goal. Something she had nobody but herself to blame for.


    Shardling hives had a habit of sending out their strongest individuals first when dealing with a threat to their nests. This made for a bountiful harvest of Levels for Fizzy, but that was only during the first and sometimes second attack. After that, the only ones left in defense of the shardling tunnels were the hatchlings. There were still hundreds of them, but they were so pathetically weak that the vast majority of them didn’t give out a single drop of XP and were only good for Skill Proficiency fodder.


    Things turned from bad to worse when golem’s Slayer of Shardlings Perk got upgraded to Hunter of Shardlings on her 2,000th kill. At that point the ants began actively avoiding her, making it that much more difficult to hunt them down. It got so bad that three out of the four shardling hives Katya knew of had already relocated elsewhere, queens and all. As for the last one, it got wiped out by a single borewyrm after Fizzy and Katya decimated the toughest part of its swarm.


    In short, the pint-sized Paladin and her gun-toting escorts had over-hunted and massively depopulated the shardling monster population in their immediate area. Objectively speaking, this was actually a good thing since monsters were aberrations that could potentially devastate entire continents if left unchecked. What this meant for Fizzy, however, was that she would need to find a new subjugation target if she was to reach her goal within any sort of reasonable time frame.


    She was almost there, too. Over the past six days, she had managed to advance her Metal Golem Job to the point where she was a quarter of the way from Level 49 to Level 50. It was quite infuriating to have her Rank Up be so close, yet so far away. Part of what made her situation so annoying was that she was splitting XP between that and the Paladin Job. Even if she were to do things like fight bare handed or avoid using any of the related Skills, it would still sap a significant chunk of the XP.


    Therefore, she gave up on trying to prioritize one over the other and instead focused on wiping out the enemy as efficiently as possible. It was alright even if it meant her Metal Golem Job would suffer in the short term, as there were always more monsters to kill. The downside of this approach was that she had underestimated her impact on the shardling population and ended up running out of easily accessible prey. The upside was that her Paladin Job had gone up to Level 46 and then some, which allowed her to pick up another Skill. One that a Paladin instructor back in Azurvale told her to watch out for.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Beacon of Faith

Description: True devotion to the Gods can only be expressed through sincere faith and continued worship.

Requirements: Level 35 Paladin, Holy Scripture, FTH 200

Type: Passive

Activation Time: N/A

Cost: N/A

Range: Self

Effects: Gain additional FTH from all sources equal to 10% of the original amount (minimum of +1).

Increases the amount of FTH lost when violating a Taboo by 100%.

Increases the effectiveness of the FTH Attribute by 1% per Level of this Skill.

Provides an additional +4 FTH per Level of this Skill.


            
          


        

      


    


    Theoretically speaking, it was something she could’ve picked up much sooner and gotten more benefit from. Unfortunately, theory and reality were known to disagree from time to time. Even if it was a Level 35 Skill, she didn’t manage to meet the rather outrageous 200 Faith (FTH) requirement until about two days ago. But now that she had it, her divine abilities would grow at a much more rapid pace. The FTH Attribute was vitally important to a Paladin, after all. Not only did it boost the effectiveness of her holy magic, but the Strength of Faith Skill meant it would also amplify her melee damage. It could help improve her defenses as well if she were to pick up Radiant Presence or Bastion of Light at the higher Levels of the Job.


    Ultimately though, even if she did mismanage her XP distribution, it was only a temporary setback. Surely it wouldn’t be much longer before she reached her next Rank Up. That wasn’t the main reason why she was feeling somewhat agitated right now. That particular cause was something else entirely that had been bothering her over the past week. Well, technically it was two things, but not being able to rejoin Boxxy aside, Fizzy hated that she was neglecting her Arclight Artificer Job. Her salvage frenzy in Katya’s junkyard had brought it up to 93% of the way to Level 60, meaning it too was on the verge of crossing a threshold. Achieving that Level would give her the Electromagnetism Skill, which would open up a whole new venue of research and development. Even if it wasn’t something she could put into practice right away, she could still work on ideas and designs inside her head during downtimes.


    Wait, wasn’t there a solution to that particular niggle right under her nose?


    “Say, Katya,” she spoke up after making her mind up. “Since we have a lull in the monster hunting expeditions, would you mind helping me assemble something instead? I just need to borrow some tools and materials.”


    And by ‘borrow’ she of course meant ‘appropriate with no obligation of return, reimbursement or recompense,’ which was just a fancy way of saying ‘stealing.’


    “Assemble, you say?” asked the otherworlder over the radio.


    “Yeah. I had this portable electric power pack when I came down here, but I lost it when I was crossing that molten ravine just before meeting Jeeves.”


    “Ohh! Yes, I remember zere being somezing like zat in ze security footage from ze Vault. Ze output vhas razer impressive - eet overloaded my sentree’s seestem to ze point vhere eet go boom. You say you make zat yourself?”


    “Well, yeah. I’m an Arclight Artificer, remember?”


    “Right, right. Sorry, Feezy, eet slip mind. Eet has been busy several days.”


    “Yeah, tell me about it.”


    “So, zis pack, eez vhepon to use against stoneborn?”


    “Well, no. I doubt it would be very effective since it wouldn’t hold up to Stonesinger magic. Like, at all.”


    Whether it be Withering Sands, Echo Blast or that Magnetize-like wave, all of those would turn the power pack into useless scrap. And those Stonesingers would keep trying to nail her with those things, regardless of the fact that they barely worked on her. The golem was sure of this, as she had been on two more outpost raids after the first one, though they went more or less the same way. The stoneborn were extremely stubborn by nature, even more so than dwarves, so they had some difficulty adapting to this new variable on the battlefield. Therefore, it would probably be some time still before they thought up some way to stop Fizzy from breaking through their lines and smashing their defensive barrier generators.


    But until such a time came, the golem and the android would continue to use the same strategy they did during the first assault. Except for the part where they waste time and resources taking meatbags prisoner. Fizzy was particularly unwilling to do that after what Rotadin went and did to her. Yes, his selfish actions did provide her with a very good understanding of the stoneborn mindset, but that didn’t mean she was fond of the mental intrusion. She was a golem that was supposed to be invulnerable to such things, so the fact that it somehow happened despite that detail was highly unsettling.


    At the very least there seemed to be no permanent issues. Both the transplanted memories and the habit of saying the word ‘bloody’ every other sentence faded away after a day or two. There were some lingering images and sounds, of course, but it was only at the stage of someone trying to remember a dream they had a week ago. The only remaining things that were still clear were the impressions and conclusions Fizzy had made based on what she saw at the time.


    “So zen vhy bother making zat if eet vhill be useless?” asked Katya.


    She actually wanted another weapon to help fight against the Original Artificer’s battle-bots, but she obviously wasn’t going to say that out loud.


    “I just feel like I’m going to go crazy if I don’t find something to tinker with soon. And, no offense, but trying to figure out your automata will only drive me mad with frustration. Believe me, I’ve tried. I just need to make something from scratch to settle down a bit, you know?”


    “Dah, I do. My feengers, zey also eetch from time to time, so I can understand zis feeling. And now zat you mention eet, I am becoming curious about how skeeled you are. So I vhill help you vhit zis project, but only if you let me observe and ask questions.”


    “That’s fair enough, I’d say. I have the schematics all in my head, actually. Should I write them down somewhere?”


    “Maybe later. For now, just tell me vhat you need and I shall make ze preparations.”


    Fizzy then began listing off the raw materials she would need to make everything happen. The biggest problem was the enchanted electrostatic fluid that would serve as the battery and would also be needed for some of the circuitry. It required an Alchemist’s touch to make and the raw materials for it could only be found on the surface, so the golem was expecting to have to improvise a replacement or workaround of some kind. This was where Katya’s hoarding habit came in handy, as it turned out she had several drums of the stuff tucked away in a warehouse somewhere. It was over a century old, but she claimed it was still good because of her ‘meticulous storage practices.’


    Which was just a fancy way of saying she put the stuff in an airtight bronze barrel and forgot about it.


    Katya did offer Fizzy an alternative, though. In the event that the fluid turned out to be unusable, she would be willing to provide her with a miniature fission reactor of her own design. One that produced electricity by using radioactive material for fuel. This obviously made the golem more than a little uneasy about using it. Especially since Katya’s reassurances that this one would not leak or blow up came across as rather hollow when she refused to elaborate on what she meant by ‘this one.’


    Upon her return to Novyy Dragunov, Fizzy was greeted by Katya’s stand-in body and was led to a workshop with all the necessary tools and materials waiting for her. She immediately got to work, using her Geomagnetic Grip Skill to warp and bend the various metal panels and plates into the right shapes. Doing the finer parts was a mentally taxing exercise, as she had to focus to her utmost in order to get them just right. Fizzy could have just use a forge to do all that, but that way she wouldn’t get to practice with this new ability.


    As for Katya, she mostly played the role of an observer while the golem worked. She asked a question every now and then and dropped a few suggestions, but for the most part seemed genuinely interested. The otherworlder didn’t offer any comments on Fizzy’s performance when handling the tools though. All of her attention was focused entirely on the electrified metal backpack that was being assembled at high speed over a time frame of three hours.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
You have created a customized Electric Charge Pack of Uncommon quality.


            
          


        

      


    


    “Damn, only Uncommon,” grumbled Fizzy when she was done.


    “Vhat, reely?” asked Katya with a raise of her eyebrow. “But you assembled zat perfectly, no?”


    The golem placed a hand on her creation and gave it a thorough inspection with her Metallopathy.


    “Hmm, it’s probably because the fluid you gave me was a bit dodgy,” she concluded after a few seconds.


    “Nonsense! I meex zat batch myself!”


    “Yeah, but you did that over a century ago. There’s no alchemical mixture that would keep for that long without losing its potency. If anything, the fact it seems to work at all is kind of amazing.”


    “Yes, eez true I suppose… Vhill you be trying to make anozer one, zen?”


    “No, that would be kind of pointless. You said it yourself - I assembled it perfectly. I need to get my hands on better quality materials before I try again.”


    Fizzy needed to either make an entirely new device based on an original design, or produce items of Superior or higher rank. Otherwise her Arclight Artificer Job would gain next to nothing in terms of XP, as evidenced by how it was still at 93% past Level 59. This was the struggle of artisans - they had to constantly challenge themselves if they hoped to advance their craft. Simple uninspired mass production of low-quality goods would get them nowhere once they passed the Level 40 mark.


    “But, ze pack. Eet vhorks?” asked Katya expectantly.


    “Yeah, it should. Mind if I give it a test run?”


    “Not at all. Pleez, be my guest.”


    The golem picked up the charge pack and strapped it to her back via a pair of rubberized belts that went over each shoulder. Once she made sure everything was in place, she reached around and flicked the switch on the side to bring the thing up to ‘vaporize’ in one go. The pack stuttered for a moment as it started up. A series of electrical arcs began jumping between the golem’s skin and the metal bench she was standing next to without much incident.


    “You seem unpleezed, Feezy,” commented Katya.


    “Yeah, its output definitely isn’t as good as the old one,” lamented Fizzy, “but I guess it’ll have to do.”


    Honestly, it was almost like comparing a candle to a campfire, but such was the difference between items that were two grades of quality apart. Not to mention the old one had gotten a very tasty performance boost from a successful Upgrade. Fizzy briefly considered doing the same to this, but quickly decided against it. The thing could become much worse if the Skill failed, and the overall increase would be rather minor if it would succeed. It simply wasn’t worth the risk.


    “Oh! I have good idea!” exclaimed the plastic fembot. “Feezy, zis pack eez vhaterproof, yes?”


    “Yeah. Why?”


    “Zen vhe should bring it to zis underground lake nearby. In zere lives type of kraken - vhater monster zat look like giant octopus. I use eet as model for ze Rooks, actually.”


    “Wait, what? There are krakens down here?!”


    “Eh, zey are not as beeg or strong as ze ones zat live in oceans on surfees,” explained Katya. “But, zey should still give good Levels for you. I didn’t suggest zem at first becoz undervhater combat eez pizdets. My boolets, zey not vhork so good in zere. But zis charge pack vhill make eet eezy fight!”


    “… Are you sure about that?”


    Fizzy had heard of those monstrous molluscs before, but her knowledge on the subject was limited to rumors and hearsay, much like the vast majority of the general populace. As far as she was aware, Krakens were exclusively saltwater monsters so large that they could eat entire battleships. They were by no means the only dwellers of the deep, but they were the undisputed biggest threat to intercontinental ship travel.


    This meant that land-dwellers like Fizzy rarely had to worry about them, so they were largely ignorant as to what they could do. Therefore, the golem had no idea if Katya’s confidence in her subpar creation was warranted. She might have had more confidence if it was her old portable power generator they were talking about, but she had some reservations about this inferior copy’s performance.


    “Very sure,” declared the android. “Zey cause big problems for me vhen I had to import goods from south seas. Eez how I found out zapping zem eez very effective.”


    “Oh, so electricity is their Bane?”


    “Yes,” confirmed Katya with a nod. “Hit zem vhit strong current and zey go up in een smoke. Vhorst case scenario, I pool you out of lake vhit cable and vhe try somezing else.”


    “Alright, let’s go give it a shot!”


    Fizzy and her newest creation were loaded onto a Knight and transported out of Novyy Dragunov. The ride this time around only lasted four minutes, which was much shorter than what she was used to. It usually took up to a few hours for the mechanized vehicle to transport her to her destination, though mostly because the ‘road’ was terrible. The paths it used usually consisted of tunnels dug out either by stoneborn, monsters, or Katya’s own automata, so it was common for them to be winding and bumpy passages.


    “So, this is the place, huh?” said Fizzy as she hopped off of the armored transport’s back. “Looks a lot like the lake where we caught Rot- I mean, that stoneborn.”


    The stone pillars covered by fluorescent fungi almost made her think she was in the same place, but this body of water was much smaller than that one. It was more like a pond than a lake, to be honest. Judging from the piping everywhere, it probably served as a water source for Katya’s manufacturing needs. Whether that was the reason it looked so small was unclear, but it made the golem wonder if krakens actually dwelled in a shallow place like this as she got geared up.


    “What the…? Something isn’t right here…”


    The golem had set her wrench down on the ground while she fastened her power pack to her back. Except that, once it was firmly buckled into place, it felt somehow weird and foreign. It was supposed to have more or less the same design and specs as the original, so how come it was so… heavy?


    *KHHRRRRRRRANK*


    The source of this odd feeling was revealed when the backpack let out a loud whirring noise and began drilling into the golem’s back.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Your torso has been pierced. HP - 647.


            
          


        

      


    


    “Katya!” shouted the golem. “Is this you?! What are you doing?!”


    She unbuckled the straps and clawed at it, but the thing had latched onto her like a tick and wouldn’t be removed. At least, not with the pathetic amount of strength she was putting into it.


    “Me? I’m just dealing vhit a traitor before she has ze chance to stab me in ze back!” said the voice in her ear. “Did you not zink I vhould not notice vhat you are doing? Zo you take me for a fool?”


    Indeed, Ekaterina Dragunova was not one to let even the smallest of details slip past her. She had seen right through Fizzy’s preparations to face her, so she had struck first. And she had done this by swapping out the golem’s charge pack for an identical looking one. That was why she had demanded the thing be transported in a luggage compartment separate from its owner.


    “Bullshit! You’re the one that was going to betray me!” insisted Fizzy. “There’s no way a selfish cunt like you would ever hold up your end of the bargain once you got what you wanted!”


    “Maybe. Maybe not. I guess you vhill never find out now. But you vhere right about one zing - I always get vhat I vhant. Be eet ze Realmstone, or your!”


    “Oh, yeah?! We’ll see what you got once I tear this thing off and… and I… and I find… where… you…”


    The golem’s words began to trail off. Her vision became blurry and the whirring noises emanating from her backpack suddenly grew muffled. She thought she heard Plus calling out to her, but even the voice in her own head was growing distant. In fact, it was becoming increasingly difficult to even form coherent thoughts. Her body became limp and she fell over onto her side with a thud. It was almost like her consciousness was slipping from her, but that wasn’t quite right.


    Her golem core was being overwritten. The thing that served as both her heart and her brain was currently being, for lack of a better word, hacked by Katya’s device. Mental attacks made with magic had no effect on her, but a physical intrusion like that was another story. And the otherworlder knew what she was doing, too. Golem crafting was the closest thing this world had to robotics when she arrived here, so it was natural she’d strive learn everything she could about them. She knew more about the subject than Fizzy herself did, and not by a narrow margin, either.


    This interest that bordered on obsession was probably why, upon reaching Level 100 of the Automata Artificer Job, Katya had gained access to Universal Control Rod. This Ultimate Skill gave her the ability to make a device that could perform a hostile takeover of a wild golem’s core and make it into her obedient servant. Truthfully speaking, Katya wasn’t intending to do use this initially since the golem was cooperating. However, that incident with the prisoner and the golem’s overall suspicious behavior had rapidly changed her mind.


    She therefore decided she would take matters into her own hands, but she needed time to prepare. Much like people, each golem was unique in their own way, and Fizzy was even moreso. It had taken Katya several days of analyzing the mithril golem’s construction before she understood it well enough to make a custom Universal Control Rod just for her. She needed to be careful, though, as she would get only one shot at this. Not only because capturing the golem alive would be extremely difficult if she failed, but also because she had a a very limited supply of the adamantite drills necessary to pierce her mithril hide.


    Still, she made good time on her secret project. Her Fizzy-controlling device had already been prepared when its target raised the topic of assembling a power pack all on her own. Katya then demanded she be an observer, though that was only so she could make a replica to serve as the control rod’s disguise. She then fed Fizzy some plausible story about krakens and electricity to create this situation where the golem would willingly strap herself to it without thinking too hard. If the former gnome was more well-read and knew that a kraken’s Bane was actually fire magic, she might have spotted Katya’s bluff.


    But she didn’t, and the golem was now squarely in the palm of Katya’s hand.


    “Stand up,” she commanded.


    The mithril golem shuddered briefly, then rose to its feet with a series of stiff, clumsy motions.


    “Hmm… Take five steps forvhard.”


    The golem complied once again, though its awkward gait very nearly made it trip over its own feet. This made Katya somewhat baffled. Just because she was suppressing Fizzy’s ego didn’t mean the golem should have suddenly forgotten basic functions. Its past experiences, knowledge and habits should have been unaffected, yet it was acting like its ‘muscle memory’ had been affected.


    Did she perhaps make an error in the control rod’s construction? She activated one of the buzzing Bishop bots and sent it out of the nearby Knight. The drone silently scanned the golem without Fizzy’s knowledge or consent, much like it had been doing over the past week. And through it, Katya was able to confirm that the remote control device was functioning flawlessly. Of course it was. She wouldn’t undertake this endeavor unless she was absolutely sure of her success.


    And yet the mithril construct was not behaving as it should. Now that Katya had another set of ‘eyes’ on it, she noticed it was making tiny, barely noticeable movements. Almost as if it were shuddering or trembling. This only added to her confusion. The only way it would make this sort of reaction was if she had failed to thoroughly dominate the golem’s consciousness. However, that was clearly not the case. The thoroughly blank look on its face and the unfocused, vacant stare in its eyes was evidence enough that Fizzy was completely under her control.


    What Katya had failed to realize during her observation period, however, was that Fizzy had done everything in her power to conceal the true nature of the Parallel Plot Skill.


    “Pa…”


    The golem’s mouth suddenly opened up, and a single syllable leaked out.


    “No…” exclaimed Katya through the earpiece. “No, no, no, no!”


    “Ra…”


    “Stop zat!”


    “Llel…”


     “I command you to stop!”


    “One…”


    Fizzy’s left eye suddenly let out a bright green glow as the efforts of her alter ego finally bore fruit.


    “You just made a bad move, lady!” exclaimed Plus with a triumphant smile. “Nobody messes with Fizzy on my watch!”


    “Chto za huinya?” cursed the otherworlder. “Who are you!?”


    “I’m the one that’s going to turn your ass into scrap if you don’t give me my friend back!”


    “Vhe’ll see about zat! Nobody denies Ekaterina Dragunova!”


    The robotic arm gripping Fizzy’s core suddenly put the squeeze on it as it tried to jack into what was essentially her nervous system. This was something Plus was immediately made aware of, as the right side of her body stopped listening to her and suddenly went limp.


    “You think I’ll let that happen! Holy Light!”


    The divine magic enveloped the body and immediately began repairing the damage inflicted by Katya’s machine. However, it had burrowed itself so deep into the golem’s back that the magic was incapable of forcefully ejecting it. At least it briefly restored her motor functions, allowing Plus to jump up and slam down onto her back hard. The iron shell that looked like a power pack was smashed, but the thing it was hiding was more or less undamaged and continued trying to hijack the body through force.


    “Suka blyat! Stop vhat you are doing! You want kill Feezy?!”


    “As if! Fizzy’s way too tough to die from something like this! What do you care, anyway?”


    “She’s no good to me dead!”


    “Well, that’s too bad, isn’t it?!”


    Plus tried to stand up and slam her back against the floor again, but her right foot suddenly kicked out from under her and made her faceplant against the stone ground. The Parallel entity and the otherworlder continued their struggle, each trying to wrestle control over Fizzy’s body from the other. Plus was at a disadvantage here, because she was on a timer. There was no telling if she could be able to assert herself again if her MP ran out and Parallel Plot was deactivated.


    She then realized something - Katya could not control Fizzy’s Skills. That was probably why she was trying to overwrite her personality rather than directly subverting her mechanical muscles like she was doing now. Which meant that there was nothing stopping Plus from enacting the Engine of Destruction. Or Magnetize. Or Geomagnetic Grip, for that matter.


    “Feezy, stop yourself from using any Skeels!”


    However, the otherworlder had predicted her intentions and ordered her thrall to get in Plus’s way. Granted, she was grasping at straws with that command, but it was working. The golem’s alter ego suddenly found herself struggling against both Katya’s direct manipulations and her original self’s subverted will. It wasn’t quite two on one, but it was enough to keep her from using her body’s abilities to fight off the mecha-bich’s influence. Fizzy was even trying to say the words ‘Parallel Zero’ to completely shut off Plus’s access, so things were definitely not looking good for her alter ego.


    But Plus kept on struggling and didn’t give up. Partly because she was Fizzy’s clone, but mainly because she knew it wouldn’t be long before she got some backup. After all, her continued attempts at fighting against Katya’s control were doing wonders for one Skill in particular.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Proficiency level increased. Parallel Plot is now Level 7. LCK +4. INT +2.

You have learned a new Spell: Parallel Two.


            
          


        

      


    


    “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!”


    A new voice screamed inside Fizzy’s head as the Paladin’s second Parallel self suddenly woke up.


    “I’m… I’m alive?” she muttered. “I’m alive! Ah, crap. I’m alive, aren’t I?”


    “That you are, sis!” cheered Plus.


    “Sis? … You’re Plus, right? And this is Fiz-? Hold on! What the fuck is going on?!”


    Being ‘born’ into a body that was currently fighting against itself was not the best way to start one’s existence, to say the least.


    “Look, we’ll have plenty of time to figure that out later! Right now I need you to help me get this thing off our backs! Can you do that?”


    “I… I don’t know…”


    “Well, you better figure it out quick!”


    “Parallel-”


    “-Two!”


    The golem hijacked her own chant, and her right eye let out an emerald flame-like glimmer much like her left as a result.


    “Look, you keep the right side under control, I’ll handle the left!” shouted Plus inside Fizzy’s head.


    “I’m-! Trying-! But this-! Fucking-! Arm-! Isn’t listening-!”


    “Vhat ze hell?! Vhat are you doing in zere?!” shouted Katya when she noticed the added resistance.


    “Breaking free of- Parallel Ze-bra! Zebra! What even is a zebra?! I don’t know just- Parallel- NNNNNNNNAAAARGH! This is fucking insane! I know, isn’t it great?!”


    However, all she got in response was a trio of voices each trying to use the same mouth at the same time. Under the circumstances, she really had no idea how to react.


    “Okay, now I need you to turn on Engine of Destruction! Can you do that?”


    “I’ll try!” responded the newcomer. “Just a little… more… there!”


    There was a loud thunk from somewhere inside the golem’s body, which began to rapidly heat up as it thrashed about. Now that the Engine was generating MP, Plus resumed healing herself and diminishing Katya’s control over the body while her new ‘sister’ tried her best to keep Fizzy from turning it off. This lasted for a good minute before Plus finally managed to rip out Katya’s control rod with Geomagnetic Grip.


    However, the blasted thing didn’t go peacefully.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Your core has been heavily damaged. HP -716.

Maximum HP reduced by 500.

The effectiveness of the INT and WIS Attributes has been reduced by 50%.

Automatic HP and MP recovery are now disabled.


            
          


        

      


    


    “Oh, crap! Holy Light!”


    Seeing those problematic side effects, Plus panicked and tried healing the damage with magic. The gaping hole in the golem’s back was sealed up without much incident, but her insides were another story. Katya’s machine had taken a thumb-sized piece of Fizzy’s mithril core with it when it was yanked out. Meaning that the mithril golem’s crippling injury was not something that could be fixed up so easily, as she was technically missing a part of her body.


    “This is bad, this is bad, this is bad!” muttered Plus in a frantic manner.


    “Come on, really?!” complained her alternate self. “How in the fuck did you manage to break Fizzy?! AAARGH! I barely even woke up and I’m already neck deep in shit!”


    “Vhat-”


    “You stay out of this!”


    Now that the two of them were more or less in control, both Parallels moved Fizzy’s left hand up to her ear and ripped Katya’s radio out of it.


    “Fucking bitch! Look what she did to us! What are we gonna do about this, Plus?!”


    “I don’t know! I’m thinking!”


    “Well, I’ll tell you! We go back there and we shove our collective fist up Katya’s ass! That’s what!”


    Even though she was barely a few minutes old, this new entity still had access to Fizzy’s memories. It was a lot of information to process all at once, but at this point in time she was well aware of who was to blame for her rude awakening.


    “Are you crazy?! We’re missing half out max MP, a fifth of our max HP, and Fizzy isn’t responding! We should retreat and recuperate before-!”


    Plus’s argument was then rudely interrupted by the sound of gunfire from the side. She immediately raised up Fizzy’s shield and crouched behind it to protect her head and upper body from the hail of bullets. It would appear that Katya had given up on making Fizzy her minion and had instead decided to scrap her and had rapidly deployed the dozen or so Pawns that she had packed up.


    “Fuck! Okay, you win! Let’s get out of here!”


    Realizing that her elder sister had a point, the freshly spawned Parallel worked together with Plus to organize a retreat. She moved Fizzy’s legs to get her away from the trigger-happy robots while her other self used a combination of holy magic and Geomagnetic Grip to cover her. She also made sure to pull in the high-tech Iron Teeth wrench with Magnetize and grip it securely in her right arm before focusing on falling back. It was the closest thing they had to a weapon, so leaving it behind was not a smart idea.


    Running away was a bit of a problem in and of itself, however, as there was nowhere to hide in this wide open space. Neither of the two Parallel entities were willing to engage the enemy in open combat, either. The Pawns were far too agile and had too much room to evade any melee attacks, not to mention there were too many of them for the sole golem to take on alone. It might have been different if Fizzy herself was around or if their core was still intact, but neither of those things were true right now.


    And so, having nowhere else to run to, the two of them ended up steering the mithril golem into the nearby lake. The normally still waters startled bubbling and boiling over the instant her red-hot frame made contact. Fizzy’s body was entirely submerged in water after a few more seconds and kept walking along the bottom of the underground basin. Much like the Original Artificer had declared earlier, her bullets instantly lost all speed the instant they made contact with the water’s surface. This allowed Plus and her new companion to widen the gap between them and their pursuer without suffering any additional damage from them.


    They then spent the next few minutes wandering around the bottom of the lake. It didn’t look like much on the surface, but it was much deeper than it appeared at first. In fact, the golem had been heading ‘downhill’ the entire time, yet there seemed to be no end in sight. Well, there wasn’t much of anything in sight, to be honest. The only light source down here was the golem’s own superheated body. Simple water was unable to completely quell the heat coming off of the Engine of Destruction, so the mithril frame continued to glow with a dull orange light as it boiled its way across the underwater terrain.


    “So. What now?” asked the newcomer internally.


    “I don’t know,” answered Plus. “Fizzy! You awake yet?!”


    Unfortunately, much like the last twenty times she tried, the original did not respond.


    “Great. I’ve only been alive for like five minutes and I’m already going to die surrounded by total darkness. This is just fucking fantastic.”


    “We’ll be fine. It’s not like we need air or food to survive down here.”


    “So what?! We’re lost! The fucking core feels like its barely holding together, let alone that our HP and MP recovery is fucked! We won’t even be able to move if we shut off this stupid Engine thing!”


    Indeed, without the MP generation of that Skill, neither Parallel would be able to control the golem until the primary owner came back online. Thankfully Plus was still able to chant healing magic under these conditions, otherwise the self-inflicted damage would also pile up. Though that did mean she had to open her mouth to chant. Which resulted in her insides being flushed with filthy lake water. It was hardly a pleasant idea, but at least it wasn’t dangerous or life-threatening.


    “And what happens if we meet a kraken down here? Did you think about that?”


    “Nah, not gonna happen,” declared Plus. “You honestly think that off-worlder was being serious? This was obviously a trap to make Fizzy lower her guard!”


    “She could’ve been telling the truth! She didn’t lie about the ‘boolets’ being useless underwater, right? I bet she was planning on feeding us to the fucking thing if things didn’t go her way! Fuck! Why not just find one and jump into its fucking mouth already?!”


    “Teresa’s tits, girl! Why must you be so negative?!”


    “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because the very first thing I had to do after gaining awareness was to fight for my very life?!”


    “That settles it! I’m gonna call you Minus!”


    “Please don’t.”


    “Too late! You’re already Minus! And don’t try to say you’re against it! We’re both technically the same person, so we both know you think it fits!”


    “… Yeah, okay. You have a point there. But what are we gonna do about the core situation?”


    “No idea. I didn’t even think to retrieve the broken core piece during our strategic retreat.”


    “You mean that messy, shameful escape?”


    “Strategic. Retreat,” repeated Plus assertively.


    “Whatever you say. Though to be honest, I doubt taking that broken bit with us would do us any good. We already lost an arm - good job on that, by the way - and we had to visit a golem technician to get that fixed. No idea if there’s anyone alive that knows how to fix a fucking core.”


    “Yeah…”


    “Also, and I’m really sorry to say this, but I think I was right after all.”


    “Huh? About what?”


    Just then, Plus noticed a massive shadow pass overhead, right on the edge of the bare-bones illumination given off by Fizzy’s heated plating. It exact size and shape were hard to make out, but it was impossible not to notice the bushel of tentacles trailing behind it.


    “About the krakens,” answered Minus.


  




  Deep Thoughts 8


  

    A metal hand clad in an orange glow erupted from the surface of a puddle and smashed into the rocky lip that surrounded it. The superheated fingers dug into the bare stone, latching onto the edge like a clamp. Another hand mirroring the first followed suit, and together they worked to bring Fizzy’s head out of the water. The mithril golem then pulled the rest of her onto the shore - relatively speaking - and flopped down face-first onto the damp stone floor, right next to the oversized wrench with the circular end. She had used Magnetize to send the Iron Teeth up here ahead of her, as she needed both hands to climb out of that insufferable body of water.


    Although it looked like a harmless puddle on the surface, the flooded hole she had just crawled out of was more like a well. One connected to a series of underwater tunnels that fed into a stupidly deep reservoir of some kind that Plus and Minus had stumbled upon while they fled across the bottom of that lake. It had taken the golem roughly seventeen hours of walking underwater before she finally found her way out.


    The Engine of Destruction had been running the entire time to illuminate her surroundings and generate MP. But now that she was free of those depressing depths, Fizzy no longer needed to maintain her current state. She rose to her feet, turned off the Engine and activated Heat Exchange. This caused several jets of steam to erupt from her body and spread in all directions as she rapidly cooled herself off.


    Once the cloud of hot air had dissipated, her mithril frame had been restored to its standard white radiance, albeit with a few vapor trails still coming off of it. Thankfully the cave she was currently in had a huge number of glowing mushrooms along the walls, floor and ceiling, which meant she didn’t need to act as a walking lantern. It was so bright that she was able to clearly see it at the bottom of the well she had just crawled out of, which was how she had determined it was a way out.


    “I never thought I’d be so happy to see mushrooms!” exclaimed Plus inside the golem’s head.


    “They don’t stretch out for very long, though,” groaned Minus. “Look - it’s nothing but pitch black just six or so meters ahead of us.”


    “Well, yeah, but hey! At least it means this wasn’t a dead end!”


    “Not an immediate dead end, at any rate.”


    “Will you two shut up?” growled Fizzy. “I don’t need this deb-deb-deb-deb-deb-debate right now! Especially after having to-to-to fight through an entire swarm of those fuck-uck-uck-ucking crrrrrabs!”


    Surprisingly enough, the krakens that lived in those murky depths had turned out to be a non-issue. The golem wasn’t aware of their reasons, but those massive molluscs had opted to ignore the hot lump of metal walking along the basin’s floor. However, they weren’t the only living things down there. Fizzy had run into a colony of monstrous crustaceans that were half her size, which appeared to be a variant of Murk Dweller. Those things were quite common to the swamps south of Erosa, her hometown for many years, so she was more or less familiar with them. That was how she knew they normally dwelled in the shallows, and why she had opted to plough through them in search of fresh air.


    What she hadn’t anticipated was just how many of those blasted things would get in her way. The fact that she was fighting underwater was even more of a problem. Swinging a big heavy wrench around with all that water resistance interfering put a lot of strain on her before she managed to make her way up here. But physical effort didn’t mean much to a golem like her, so she soldiered through it. Unfortunately, it was the mental stress of it all that was really doing a number on her.


    “Shit! I hope to neh-eh-eh-ever see another shellfi-fi-fi-fi-fish as long as I live!”


    Although Fizzy had regained her senses about half an hour after the struggle with Katya’s device, the damage to her core went far beyond penalties to her Status. She had trouble forming coherent thoughts and there were lapses in her short-term memory. From her perspective, she had just climbed aboard a Knight transport with the intent of zapping some krakens, and the next thing she knew she was trudging along the bottom of a lake. Plus and, to a lesser extent, Minus had filled her in on what she was missing, but that only served to make her even more upset.


    It was at that point that her stutter first became apparent. Her voice box was perfectly fine mechanically speaking, but her thoughts, and by extension speech and actions, would end up getting ‘stuck’ for a fraction of a second at a time. This happened a lot more frequently and with increased severity whenever she was agitated, to the point her motor skills would also suffer malfunctions. She’s had to deal with involuntary spasms or joints suddenly locking up, which hampered her ability to even smash a single shrimp. It was a good thing that Plus and Minus seemed unaffected and were available to help out, otherwise she would still be struggling to get past those crabby creatures.


    In short, having her most precious part gouged out had crippled her not only physically, but also mentally.


    “It’s not all bad, though. Killing those things got us to Level 50, didn’t it?” pointed out Plus. “We just have to Rank Up and we’ll be good as new!”


    Undergoing a self-evolution was like being reborn. Therefore, it was a safe assumption that Ranking Up would fix Fizzy’s core. In actuality, she had already convinced herself that doing so was the only way to repair it. The only enlightened craftsman that might have the ability to fix that part of her up the ‘traditional’ way was also the one who put her in this mess in the first place. Not to mention that a Rank Up would massively improve the golem’s base abilities, which would massively raise her odds of finding a way out of this hole.


    “Yeah, assuming some goddamned monster doesn’t show up and trash us while we can’t move,” scoffed Minus.


    This was the argument that kept Fizzy from undergoing the process while she was still submerged, but there was only so much she could take.


    “I don’t caaaaare anymore,” she said in a defeated tone. “I can’t go on like-ike-ike this. Even if it’s risky, I ha-ha-have to try.”


    “Well… could you at least close up the hole so nothing weird crawls out of it?” suggested her negative self.


    “Y-yeah. Let’s do that, first.”


    Aside from the glowing fungi, the cave she was in had quite a few stalagmites jutting up from the ground. The golem smashed up a bunch of them with her bare hands and tossed the resulting rocky debris down the ten meter deep well. Once she noticed the water level was starting to rise and spill over, she was confident she had sufficiently blocked it off. She then walked over to the cave wall and sat down, leaning her back against a boulder that was jutting out of it.


    “Rank Up.”


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Rank Up - Metal Golem (Mithril)

Requirements: Level 50 Metal Golem Job


              
The Requirements have been met. You may now Rank Up by using one of the following options:


              

                

                  

                    

                      

                        
                          	
                            
Blessed Orichalcum Golem


                          
                        


                      

                    


                  


                


                

                  

                    

                      

                        
                          	
                            
Mithril Dynamo Golem


                          
                        


                      

                    


                  


                


                

                  

                    

                      

                        
                          	
                            
Cancel Rank Up


                          
                        


                      

                    


                  


                


              

            
          


        

      


    


    A window that Fizzy had been obsessing over for quite a while appeared at the forefront of her consciousness.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Blessed Orichalcum Golem

Additional Requirements: Divine Beast, Holy Mastery Level 5, Mithril Golem variant

Effects: Species will become Metal Golem (Blessed Orichalcum).

The Level Cap on the Metal Golem Job will be increased to 75.

The Holy Affinity Skill will be awarded at Level 5.


            
          


        

      


    


    This was the first of her two options, which still boggled the mind no matter how many times she looked at it. Setting aside the fact that the Metal Golem Job could apparently go beyond Level 50, it was the orichalcum bit that confused Fizzy the most. It was not a metal that could be found naturally, but a mithril alloy produced only by the most skilled of Blacksmiths. A ‘wild’ golem made out of the stuff was rather… improbable to say the least, but at the same time made a certain degree of sense.


    Which wasn’t to say it was a bad option. Orichalcum was, as one might imagine, quite a bit tougher than mithril. Crudely put, the relation between the two metals was like that between steel and iron, but what truly set orichalcum was its potential for handling magic. Depending on how it was mixed, it could be made to massively amplify a specific magical element. In Fizzy’s case, she was being offered the divine ‘flavor’ of the stuff as a direct result of her occupation as a Paladin.


    However, even though it was definitely appealing, in the end it was just a material upgrade. Much like the time she transitioned from steel to mithril, she would not change at her core. Which was precisely the part of her that she needed to change right at this moment. She had no evidence to prove it, but part of her suspected that going this route would not, in fact, regenerate her most vital part. Not to mention that if her time spent with Katya had taught her anything, it was that one should never underestimate the benefits of superior technology.


    Which was precisely what her other option offered.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Mithril Dynamo Golem

Additional Requirements: Heat Exchange, Excessive exposure to lightning

Effects: Species will become Dynamo Golem (Mithril).

The War Golem Job will be awarded at Level 1 and will become the Main Job.

The Static Field Skill will be awarded at Level 1.

The Lightning Affinity Skill will be awarded at Level 1.


            
          


        

      


    


    Fizzy had never heard of either war golems nor their dynamo subspecies, so trying to inspect either terms gave her a bunch of garbled information that she had no hopes of comprehending. She would therefore be unable to tell exactly what it was she was becoming. It was the exact same dilemma that Boxxy also faced back when it was about to graduate from being a mimic.


    And much like that murderous box at the time, Fizzy was able to glean quite a bit from the requirements involved. The fact that it required Heat Exchange said quite a bit about it, as that Skill had both Engine of Destruction and Advanced Joints as its prerequisites. All three of those involved complex mechanisms that would give even Automata Artificers a run for their money. The naming involved was also quite telling, as ‘war golem’ sounded like something fine-tuned for combat, as opposed to the violent statues or docile servants that most golems aced as. Even the subspecies Fizzy was being offered shared a name with a device that converted mechanical energy into electricity.


    In summary, a dynamo war golem was surely a type of highly advanced ass-kicking machine. One that was attuned to the elemental properties of lightning, which would surely be of use to an Arclight Artificer in addition to its obvious combat applications. Being offered such a specialized Rank Up was no coincidence, either. The ‘excessive exposure to lightning’ mentioned in the requirements surely referred to Fizzy’s habit of relying on her electrical charge pack. Well, before it got trashed, at any rate.


    But most importantly, unlike simply upgrading her frame to a higher tier of metal, there was no way that changing her base species wouldn’t restore her nucleus to its fully functioning state.


    “Okay. Is everyone ready-dy-dy-dy?” she asked aloud.


    “I still say we should stick with what we know rather than risk on something unknown,” said Minus. “Also, we’ll be missing out on becoming even shinier if we skip out on this chance to become orichalcum!”


    It would appear that, even if her first waking moments had made her rather pessimistic, the youngest personality still had the instinctive need to appear as fabulous as possible. It was the one thing that all three of them could instantly agree on. And indeed, orichalcum was nothing to scoff at in that regard. Being based on mithril, it had the same white radiance, but would adopt a different colored luster whenever light bounced off it at specific angles. The exact hue depended on the material, but in the case of blessed orichalcum it would have a radiant golden sheen to it.


    “We’ll probably get a chance to upgrade to it at Level 25, though,” pointed out Plus. “So don’t think of it as ‘missing out,’ but as ‘temporarily delaying it.’ Besides, being able to shoot lightning out of our eyes is way too cool to pass up!”


    “You know there’s no way that would happen, right?”


    “Hey! A girl can dream, can’t she?”


    “… Are you two quite fi-fi-fi-finished?”


    “R-right. Sorry for getting carried away, Fizzy,” apologized Plus.


    “Let’s just get this over with,” chimed in her counterpart.


    “Alright! Here we g-g-g-go!”


    Declaring that, Fizzy selected the ‘Mithril Dynamo Golem’ option in her head, after which she experienced something she really did not want to go through again.


    She had blacked out.


    When Fizzy woke up, she found herself in a world of darkness, where no sight nor sounds reached her. The reason for this was that, judging from the lack of any notifications, her body was still undergoing the Rank Up process. Fizzy called out inside her head, but both Plus and Minus appeared to be unavailable for the moment. Thankfully, her Metallopathy Skill seemed to be functioning, which she immediately used to verify her body’s condition.


    The first and most important thing she checked on was her core, which had undergone a radical metamorphosis. It was now more than 50% larger in volume and while it was still shaped like a sphere, its surface was made up of a huge number of tiny hexagons that fit together flawlessly like a multi-layered puzzle. Clumps of those miniature panels shifted around and clicked against each other all on their own, almost as if her ‘heart’ was constantly reconfiguring itself. The seamless changes came and went in waves as the mechanical organ circulated the magic it generated through the rest of the golem’s frame.


    Most important of all was the fact that it was whole, and that Fizzy’s thoughts had regained their former clarity and alacrity.


    Now that she was sure her most important part was chugging along strongly, Fizzy turned her attention to the rest of her still changing body. The Rank Up had already transformed the area immediately around her core, which was to say her torso. Her front was covered by a series of mithril plates that formed something of a semi-collapsible breastplate that would allow her to twist her upper body around without limiting movement.


    It was probably worth noting that while the new armor plating had preserved the overall feminine shape of her torso, it had also more or less removed any semblance of breasts. Fizzy wasn’t all that sad to see them go, though. Strictly speaking, those white domes were highly impractical as far as armor went. If she were a meatbag wearing, then body armor with that sort of shape would have probably killed her with a single good blow to the chest since it would have focused the force of the blow to a single point.


    Her upper back had also undergone significant change due to the mithril plating jutted out from it as if it were a type of backpack. The hollow space was still in the process of being filled with a series of tubes, pipes and fans that were hooked up to her new core, likely making up a robust air-cooling system. Which was good, because if Heat Exchange was a necessary Skill, then it was a good bet that a dynamo golem would generate ridiculous amounts of heat even without Engine of Destruction.


    Once her back was finished was when her Rank Up really went into high gear. A thick mithril collar popped up from her shoulders, collarbone and upper back, forming a defensive layer around her neck. Her ‘hair’ began to shift and bend as if it were a living creature, forming an open-face helmet that added extra protection to her cranium. Her signature pigtails, on the other hand, smoothed out into perfect spheres with a pair of mechanized trenches that ran all the way around, dividing each one into four equal sections. The mithril globes were attached to her new helmet by a pair of short, mithril cylinders.


    Interestingly enough, her face was left almost completely untouched.


    Her arms were next on the list, beginning at the shoulders where a pair of mithril pads jutted out from her neck. Overlapping mithril plates then descended down her upper arms like a set of shutters, wrapping her limbs an additional defensive layer. Her elbow joints transformed to be more doll-like, and the vulnerable area was wrapped in a series of three mithril plates seemingly held together by a single large bolt. Her forearms then expanded and unfolded, wrapping the area from her elbow to her wrists in bulky cylinders that, unfortunately, looked rather comical. Her hands and fingers were then encased in elegant armor, giving off the impression of a pair of expertly crafted metal gauntlets rather than the statue-like fingers she had before.


    Over on her left side, the cursed shield-gauntlet she was so fond of was undergoing a massive change of its own. The arm itself was perfectly symmetrical to the other one, but the Artifact-grade item permanently affixed to it had expanded to cover a significantly wider area. It had adopted a roughly four-sided diamond shape that went down past the knuckles of her new hand. The shape of it was such that if she tried to punch anything with her left arm, then the pointed end of her shield would slam into her target before her fist did. The upper end of it also reached quite high up, going past her elbow and nearly touching the lower end of her left shoulder. Speaking of which, the shoulder pad on her shield-bearing side was also expanding greatly, becoming much bulkier and heavier than her right one. Its upper end stood so high above her actual shoulder that its upper end nearly went up to her eye level.


    With her upper body more or less complete, the transformation moved onto Fizzy’s lower body. Her nether regions were wrapped in a V-shaped metal plate that encompassed the lower end of her torso, finally getting rid of her purely decorative genitalia and non-functional butthole. She never used those things anymore, so she was glad they were replaced with sturdier and more structurally sound parts.


    Her thighs were then wrapped up in an extra layer of armor, much like the rest of her. However, they seemed oddly ‘naked’ as there was a gap between the armor around the lower end of her torso and the outer side of her rather flared hips. It left her hip joints exposed, although that wasn’t too much of a worry since, much like the rest of her, they too were made of solid mithril. Still, it was possible something might get stuck in there and limit her movement, so Fizzy made a mental note to take extra care of that potential weak point.


    As for the rest of her legs, ‘weak point’ was not a word that one would use to describe them.


    Her knees especially were where her new body began to deviate wildly from her mostly person-like shape. The pads protecting those vital joints jutted out several centimeters in front as if they were the bows of a ship. The area around her calves stretched out to the rear, which gave the impression that the golem was wearing funnels for boots. Fizzy briefly wondered why they were like this, but she soon got her answer as her knee joints began to bulk up enough to fill up most of their new home. Her new frame looked to be much more top-heavy than the old one, so it stood to reason she’d need a fittingly sturdy lower body to support it. She wouldn’t know for sure until she actually got to try them out, but she had a feeling her new legs would let her stay on her feet even if she took a mountain to the face.


    Speaking of her feet, they suddenly folded in on themselves and retracted somewhere inside her wide shins. What popped out to replace each of them was something completely unlike anything that would appear naturally on a flesh-and-blood creature. It was a mechanism made up for four very distinct parts, each of which was essentially a solid piece of mithril. It had a hollowed-out square for an ankle, a rectangular lump of metal where the bridge of her foot would be, a single, solid block of mithril attached to the front of it instead of toes, and a similar armored platform for a heel hooked up to the rear end of her ankle piece. All of which were connected to each other and the rest of the leg by a total of four heavy-duty hinge-like joints.


    Overall, her new limbs didn’t look like humanoid feet at all. A much more apt comparison would be some sort of double-ended hoof. Even the prints she’d leave with those things would look like a pair of horseshoes facing opposite each other. And she’d definitely leave a lot of tracks, because those were not feet that followed the curvature of the terrain. Those were feet that made their own terrain.


    With her outward appearance seemingly completed, Fizzy was sure it wouldn’t be long before her internals finished upgrading themselves as well. She was, however, mistaken, as the final phase of her Rank Up would take the longest time. It began with the appearance of a component she’d never seen before. It was a rectangular box made not from mithril, but silver and copper, which had appeared in her chest cavity directly beneath her shiny new core. She tried to peek inside it, but the presence of non-metal components made it hard for her to grasp its construction and purpose.


    Countless strands of metal thread then started growing out of this box, weaving together to form rope-like cables that seemed to come out of thin air. Curiouser still, these weren’t made of mithril or silver, but a combination of both. It was an alloy that seemed oddly familiar, but Fizzy couldn’t quite put her finger on it. These new cables snaked their way out of her chest cavity and began wrapping themselves around her frame, taking up the tight space between her outer and inner armor layers. They hooked themselves up to her shoulders, elbows, wrists, hips, knees and ankles, even reaching up into her neck and mostly empty skull.


    All of those points were thus plugged into that odd box in her chest through those metal cables. The connections ran underneath her outer armor plating whenever possible, but the segments on the sides of her waist and the ones going through the gap around her hip joints were left completely exposed. Two of them even broke through near the edge of her bulky left shoulder, climbing halfway up the armor to hook up to two tiny metal cages that popped up seemingly out of nowhere.


    She wasn’t sure what purpose these cables served quite yet, but hoped they weren’t too important. While definitely sturdier than they looked, those woven metal threads were nowhere near as durable as her actual armor, and were vulnerable to being severed with pinpoint strikes. It wasn’t a big deal since they’d probably fix themselves back up the instant she healed herself, she just hoped it wasn’t something super vital like an artery or nerve cluster.


    And then, after a grand total of 95 minutes and 20.157 seconds since starting her Rank Up, the long-awaited notification popped up in her consciousness.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Rank up complete.

Congratulations! Your species has become Dynamo Golem (Mithril).

Level up!

Congratulations, you are now a Level 1 War Golem! STR +4. END +4. FTH +2.

The War Golem Job is now your Main Job.

Proficiency level increased. Static Field is now Level 1. INT +4. WIS +2.

Proficiency level increased. Lightning Affinity is now Level 1. AGI +3. INT +3.

Maximum HP has returned to normal.

The effectiveness of the INT and WIS Attributes has returned to normal.

Automatic HP and MP recovery have returned to normal.


            
          


        

      


    


    Her new internal components then began spooling up in the next instant. Her core pumped magic through her body at a rate that would make her previous self seem like an outdated model. The strange silver box that was hooked up directly to it then began sending out an electrical current that flooded her entire being through those cables. This allowed Fizzy to finally remember the significance of their material. A mithril-silver alloy could carry an electrical charge of absurd magnitudes without melting, a superconductor of sorts. It was so robust that it could be used to catch and redirect actual lightning, and there were a few high-end Arclight Artificer inventions that demanded such a thing in order to function.


    With raw magic and high-voltage electricity coursing through her in equal measure, the newly reborn dynamo golem practically leapt off her back and landed on her feet, causing a minor seismic event in the process. Now that she finally had use of her eyes, she was able to confirm that all the cabling on her body was glowing with a bright blue color reminiscent of a clear sky - a sign that the superconductors in question were brimming with power.


    Those weren’t the only things currently giving off a light from her body, however. Her transformed shield had gained a rather large blue crystal right smack in the middle of it, which hummed with power as it illuminated her surroundings in a bright blue light. The small metal cages on her left shoulder and the circular holes in the sides of her thighs as well as the one at the base of her throat were all the same. Her formerly black irises were not excluded from the show of power, as they now had the same sort of violent spark raging within them.


    And the source of all this juice flowing through Fizzy’s new-and-improved frame was the strange generator in her chest cavity. Which, incidentally, could be regulated thanks to the first of her new Skills.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Static Field

Description: A dynamo golem is characterized by its ability to generate electricity at will.

Requirements: Be a Dynamo Golem variant

Type: Passive

Activation Time: N/A

Cost: N/A

Range: Self

Effects: Passively generates a constant electric current.

The output of this Skill can be amplified by expending MP.

Reduces the MP consumed by this Skill by 2% per Level of this Skill.


            
          


        

      


    


    As for the second Skill she had gotten, it would ensure that she would never have to worry about electrocuting herself no matter how hard she pushed the first one.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Lightning Affinity

Description: Fighting lightning with lightning will only breed more lightning.

Requirements: Be a Dynamo Golem variant

Type: Passive

Activation Time: N/A

Cost: N/A

Range: Self

Effects: Nullifies all Lightning damage taken.

Increases Lightning damage dealt by Skills, Spells and Martial Arts by 4% per Level of this Skill.


            
          


        

      


    


    But before she started playing around with her power output, Fizzy first tried simply moving her new body around the mushroom-lit cave. She did some stretches, bends and exercises to get a feel for it, and quickly made three very important discoveries.


    The first of which was that her new body was terribly well balanced, despite its somewhat unconventional shape and added mass. The tech in her legs in particular was great at compensating for the extra weight, so she could do everything she could before without much difficulty. Even her momentum control and running seemed largely unaffected, as her new feet had a lot more grip on the floor than her old ones. Admittedly they also left much of said floor in ruins, but that was besides the point.


    The second point of interest was that, much like she’d hoped, her overall dexterity, agility and hand-eye coordination were the same as ever, despite the extra bulk. That thought did raise another question though - where did all this additional material come from? On the whole, her body had increased in mass by about half, and even incorporated materials that weren’t a part of it before. She wasn’t about to complain, of course, but she had some difficulty getting over how her Rank Up seemed to play fast and loose with the laws of both physics and magic.


    The third deduction she made regarding her new self was that she could now exert a lot more physical force. The combination of an upgraded golem core and additional body mass meant her strength had undergone a massive change. The Iron Teeth that she had some trouble controlling before due to its weight now felt incredibly light. She could swing it around with just one hand without any of the balance issues she had before.


    Having obtained a grasp on her physical capabilities, Fizzy turned her attention towards her Static Field Skill. Strictly speaking, she was now having some doubts about this entire setup. Boxxy wouldn’t be able to lavish her with its adoration and sincere praise if she was constantly electrified. As much as that greedy box loved shiny things, it would probably not want to touch anything that was overflowing with its Bane.


    She therefore gradually willed her internal power generator to a halt. It was a superbly natural action, not too dissimilar to holding one’s breath. The result was that all of her glowing bits suddenly went dark, but she didn’t feel any discomfort from that. At least not until she tried moving around, at which point she realized her body had become sluggish, clumsy and somewhat uncooperative. Even the wrench in her right hand suddenly felt much heavier than it used to be.


    It would appear that dynamo golems required an electrical current coursing through them to operate at peak efficiency. The sensation of being deprived of that was similar to the low-power mode Fizzy’s previous body would enter whenever she continually exerted herself for extended periods of time. It was ill-suited for combat or tinkering, but it meant she would be able to enjoy Boxxy’s attention without worry.


    Well, that and she wouldn’t completely lose her bodily functions if one of her exposed cables was severed.


    Having concluded her experiment, the golem allowed her Static Field to assume regular operational levels. She then began cranking it up as high as it would go, curious to see just how much juice this thing could produce. The twin metal orbs that were once her hair showed the first reaction, as thick arcs of electricity began leaping between them. Her shield, hips and left shoulder all began discharging in a similar fashion almost immediately afterwards. Bolts of unbridled energy lashed out at her surroundings, covering the area immediately around her in a deluge of crackling sparks.


    “Woah! That was trippy!” shouted Plus out of nowhere.


    “Ugh… Am I dead yet?” groaned Minus immediately afterwards.


    It would appear that the golem flexing her mystic muscles had woken up her mental companions.


    “Well! Good morning, sleepy heads!” said Fizzy in high spirits.


    “Boss! You’re not stuttering anymore!” exclaimed the elder one. “Holy shit! Would you look at us go!”


    “I know. It’s awesome, isn’t it? I’m like a walking thunderstorm!”


    “We literally have lightning coming out of our eyes! Wahahahahahahaha!”


    “… We won’t melt or anything, right?” asked the more pessimistic one.


    “Nah. It’s totally fine. I need to watch the mana consumption on this thing, though.”


    Even though her new Skill reached an output noticeably higher than her original power pack, it was also extremely taxing. Using her entire MP pool would only give her about 5 seconds of uptime, so controlled jolts was definitely the way to go.


    “I can’t wait to see what our new body can do! Let’s go find us a meatbag to pummel into paste!”


    “Great idea, Plus!” replied Fizzy in high spirits. “My plates are practically itching for some action!”


    “Uh, could we not?” chimed in Minus. “We just barely avoided a fate worse than death, followed by a slog through a fucking lake that went on forever. I think we should just take things easy for a while and-”


    “Now you listen here, Minus. We just Ranked Up. Okay? It’s kind of a huge deal, especially since it fixed my core. So you can either get hyped or shut the fuck up, but you will not ruin this moment for me with your incessant moaning.”


    “… Fine, I’ll be quiet. But I reserve the right to go ‘I told you so’ when you do something stupid that gets us in trouble.”


    “Good enough. Now then…”


    *CLANG*


    Fizzy smashed her fists together while a vicious smirk dawned on her face.


    “Shall we go for a walk?”


  




  Crusade 1


  

    Kadam was on his hands and knees, pressing his forehead against the dirty stone floor with his eyes shut. It was a posture he assumed quite often, although this wasn’t because he was praying, nor was it due to him having to grovel a lot. It was just that, as the Dowser of his group, this particular stoneborn was responsible for scouting out the surroundings through the Vibrolocation Skill. This Stonesinger ability allowed the user to identify and track potential threats by using sounds and vibrations carried through the rock and soil like a sort of ground-based sonar. In the past its most common application was pinpointing troublesome monster nests, valuable materials or precious gems, but these days it was mainly used for more militaristic endeavors.


    Then again, pretty much everything had become like that ever since the Nemesis arrived.


    Having concluded his latest scan, the Dowser rose up to his feet while using an old cloth to dust his hands, knees and face. He paid a bit of extra attention to wiping down the three diamond-like skull-buds poking out of the skin on his forehead, as keeping those clean was a matter of stoneborn pride.


    “How’s it look, Kaddie?”


    A female stoneborn with a honey-smooth voice called out to him from the side. Her shoulder-length bright gray hair was done up in a messy bun, though its coloration wasn’t due to old age. All stoneborn had the same eye and hair color as the skull-buds they were born with - it was just a quirk of their race. And since both she and Kadam were born with diamonds, their features were all borderline white.


    “Stop calling me that, Kragiel,” said the male Dowser with a groan.


    “Would you rather I go back to ‘baby brother’ then?” she asked with a smirk.


    “… Nevermind.”


    “Yeah, that’s what I thought. So what did you find out?”


    “There’s about a dozen stray bugs moving around the place,” he reported. “There should be twice as many sleeping or being idle. Hard to tell since they’re mostly standing still.”


    “Mmm, nothing we can’t handle, then. What about enemy movement?”


    “What I can say for certain is that there are no clankers within six hundred meters of us, though I did pick up some odd tremors coming from about a kilometer out in that direction,” he added while pointing over his shoulder with his thumb.


    “Odd tremors? Like what?”


    “I’m not completely sure,” said Kadam while cupping his chin. “It sounded a lot like a really pissed off borewyrm, but it wasn’t quite the same. It was all over the place, too, so I couldn’t get a read on where it was headed.”


    Vibrolocation was a Skill that was only reliable up to a distance of about three hundred meters or so once it was fully trained. Katya’s armored transports were especially noisy and had a unique sound to them, so it was possible to hear them coming from twice as far away. Therefore, Kadam getting information about a potential confrontation with a borewyrm that was a kilometer away was downright impressive, to say the least. Though it was rather ominous at the same time, because it meant that someone or something had riled it up to the point that it was raising an abnormal amount of noise.


    “Hmm… I guess that’s a bit unusual, but we probably don’t need to worry about it,” declared Kragiel with a shrug. “We’ll continue as planned.”


    “Are you sure that’s wise? I mean I know you’re the Fang of this outfit, but…”


    ‘Fang’ was the designation given to the leader of a clandestine operation that emphasized stealth, such as the one both siblings were currently on. As the one in charge, it was Kragiel’s job to make sure the mission was completed as quickly and quietly as possible. Therefore, if she deemed that her brother’s worries were unwarranted, then that would be it. Strictly speaking, it wasn’t his place to question her judgement, especially not when they were in the field. The only reason he allowed himself to speak out of turn was because they were related.


    “We’ll deal with it somehow or another if it shows up, Kaddie. Besides, fighting off a borewyrm is ten times better than having to deal with clankers.”


    The lack of weaponized dolls was the most important part of the Dowser’s findings. Squaring off against the Nemesis and her forces was not why this group of thirteen stoneborn were in these ruins. They were on a salvaging mission with the goal of reclaiming a collection of lost magic items, weapons and other relics that were left behind when this stoneborn city fell about fifteen years ago. Ideally, they wouldn’t have to fight anything at all, but Katya’s mechanized patrols were far from the only threat in these depths.


    Which was precisely why the stoneborn dispatched here wore armor. Even if their protective gear meant very little in the face of the ‘clankers’ and their otherworldly weaponry, fighting monsters demanded a completely different set of tactics and preparations. Hence the need for protective equipment that was custom made for such expeditions.


    The full-body armor in question was fashioned out of tanned kraken hides as its base, which had a dark blue color. The shoulders, elbows, shins, thighs and torso were protected by shaped shardling shells. The orange crystals were surprisingly light, highly resistant to impacts and all but impervious to corrosive acid, so they were an especially useful defensive material. Admittedly they were hardly the stealthiest of accessories, but stoneborn were more or less the only creatures around that relied on sight to find their way. Therefore, the slightly gaudy and flashy nature of their uniforms wouldn’t affect their attempts at sneaking around in the slightest.


    Having finished conferring with her brother, Kragiel led him out of the basement they were in and into the ruined building’s ground floor. It seemed to have been a three-story house at one point, but the enemy’s invasion all those years ago had reduced it to half a floor at most. The rest of the unit had established something of a perimeter while the Dowser scouted the area out. And now that the task was done, Kragiel rounded them up and led them deeper into the former city of Cavewater.


    Much like the name would imply, the settlement was built in a massive cavern next to a large lake. Fish, algae and aquatic monster parts used to be its main exports while it was still around. It was also a popular tourist destination, as the stalk-like fluorescent fungi the stoneborn called ‘jester grass’ was especially prevalent in the area. The multi-colored light coming off of the ones growing on the ceiling far above was a thing of beauty. Unfortunately for Kragiel’s unit, they were too busy making their way between piles of scorched rubble of varying sizes to appreciate it.


    The thirteen stoneborn advanced through the collapsed stone structures and torn up roads at a decent pace. They came across a few groups of ant shardligns digging through the rubble, which were dispatched without much difficulty. Since they only expected to face monsters on this expedition, their Job composition was relatively more balanced. Though most of them were still Stonesingers, only Kadam had it as his only occupation, while the rest had developed either the Shaman, Wizard, Rogue, Warrior or Ranger Jobs alongside it. Kragiel was something of an exception since she was a pure Armsmaster, though her prowess with all manner of martial weaponry was why she was in charge of the operation to begin with. One needed to be quite flexible and versatile when exploring monster-infested ruins, after all.


    “This is the place, Fang,” spoke up one of the men, a grizzled stoneborn with sapphire skull-buds.


    The spot in question looked like just another ruined stone building, but beneath it lied a secret vault that once belonged to one of the biggest adventurer guild before the war. Many of their members fell when the Nemesis laid siege to Cavewater, so the exact location of this item repository had been lost ever since the city fell. At least until someone suddenly stepped forward with a document pinpointing its position a week ago, at which point Kragiel’s team was sent out.


    “Damn, no wonder we never found it before,” spoke up the woman behind him. “This is the opposite side of the city their headquarters was supposed to be.”


    “Yeah, tell me about it,” replied the one from before. “Good thing they found that map, eh?”


    “Yeah, ‘found,’” scoffed a third. “More like the greedy bastards that didn’t want to share their goodies suddenly became antsy when You-Know-Who started making moves again.”


    “Shut your traps before I shut them for you!” snapped Kragiel, causing everyone to immediately clam up. Even though her relatively casual command helped make her closer to her subordinates, she could’ve done without the drop in discipline. “Kaddie, isn’t it about time for another scout?”


    The Dowser nodded in response. It had been almost 10 minutes since his last long-distance Vibrolocation, so he was just about due for another.


    “Alright, you get to it. The rest of you - form a perimeter.”


    The troops did as they were ordered and spread out to cover all angles where an enemy might approach from, then stood perfectly still. As one might expect, having a dozen or so fully armed stoneborn walking around did not help with attempting to pick up on and make sense of vibrations coming in from hundreds of meters away. That was why it was important that all of Kadam’s comrades held their position while he did his thing. And since the process itself took about a minute and a half, they only did it once every ten minutes or so in order to maximize the amount of ground they covered.


    However, no sooner did the Dowser place his hand on the ground than he felt something particularly troublesome headed their way.


    “Borewyrm!” he shouted, putting everyone on high alert. “It’s… sixty meters below us and coming up fast!”


    The ground began to shake and rumble ever so slightly just moments after he said that.


    “Is it the same one as before?” asked his sister.


    “Has to be. It’s the only one that could’ve gotten this close to us in so little time.”


    “Alright. All of you - get ready for combat! Standard takedown formation!”


    The stoneborn tactic for taking down a borewyrm was to spread out and surround it on all sides. Whoever had its attention would fall back and string it along while the others pelted it with ranged attacks until it either died or, what was more often the case, retreated by burrowing through the ground. And since everyone in this unit was a seasoned monster hunter, they all knew their role and were confident they could defeat it. They even had a skilled Dowser with them who would be able to predict where the borewyrm would pop out of, allowing them to engage it the instant it showed its ugly head. Which was precisely what Kadam did as he directed his teammates to their optimal positions.


    However, his sister couldn’t help but notice his face was turning pale at the same rapid pace that the barely audible rumbling grew louder.


    “What’s wrong, Dowser?” she shouted at him.


    “It’s… a big one,” he responded. “Like, really big!”


    “What?! Please don’t tell me it’s a-”


    Her words were then rudely interrupted when the rubble-covered ground suddenly erupted with a deafening crash. A three-sided pyramidal jaw that was about two meters wide emerged from it with a loud roar. A segmented wriggling body wrapped in grime-covered purple scales with dozens of insectoid legs sticking out of it followed suit as the creature pulled itself out of the hole. The stoneborn that were supposed to encircle it to keep it from running amok found themselves suddenly unwilling to confront it when they realized it had a length of over fifteen meters.


    “Queen!” shouted Kragiel, finishing her earlier sentence.


    This was really bad. Queen borewyrms were in a completely different league from their lesser counterparts, not only in size, but also ability. They had petrifying breath that could turn their victims to stone, either killing them on the spot or slowing them down long enough to be eaten and/or crushed. Not to mention that they typically had one or two of their consorts escorting them, which would complicate things immensely. In other words, this was not an opponent they could take down without suffering heavy casualties. And that was being optimistic.


    “Everyone fall back and regroup at point four!” she commanded. “Sod the magic items - we’re getting out of here!”


    Even though she gave those orders, however, the stoneborn found themselves hesitant to vacate the area as they couldn’t help but wonder at the queen’s actions. They had expected it to lunge at one of them, but it had instead used its many legs to dash through their perimeter. It was moving with the half-centipede-half-worm equivalent of a sprint as it headed in a straight line going the opposite way from the direction Kadam said it came from. They then noticed the terrible condition of its body, particularly the plethora of strange, circular wounds. The fact that its entourage was nowhere to be seen was just as baffling.


    No matter how they looked at it, the stoneborn unit couldn’t help but feel that the queen borewyrm was running away from something.


    “You’re not getting away that easy, meatbag!”


    A piercing, metallic voice rose out of the hole. A glowing red humanoid figure wrapped in brilliant blue sparks with green light flickering in both eyes leapt out of it and landed on the ground with a massive crash. The new and improved Fizzy dashed out of the dust cloud she had just kicked up in hot pursuit of her quarry, turning the rubble beneath her feet to a fine dust in the process. The queen borewyrm cried pathetically as it tried to get away, but the dynamo golem had caught up to it in but a few seconds.


    She lunged at the thing, grabbing onto its relatively thin rear end with both arms and slammed her feet into the ground. Her heels dug out a pair of long trenches as she was dragged along like an anchor. It looked ridiculous and broke all sorts of common logic, but the 130 centimeter tall golem was thus able to stop the 15 meter long worm dead in its tracks. The creature roared once again as it wriggled its body, but could not break out of Fizzy’s grip no matter how much it struggled. Its tail end had been, for all intents and purposes, pinned to the ground by a mithril clamp. The only thing its continued efforts would accomplish at that point was tear off its own appendage, but Fizzy wasn’t about to let that happen.


    “RRRRAAAAAARGH!”


    The golem let out a loud scream of her own as she cranked her Static Field generator as high up as it would go. The powerful electric current traveled up the length of the worm’s body, causing its legs to curl up and spasm as it thrashed around in agony.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
You have electrocuted your target. Target HP -1,140.

Proficiency level increased. Static Field is now Level 3. INT +4. WIS +2.


            
          


        

      


    


    The dynamo golem let go of its tail a few seconds later. The borewyrm stopped convulsing for the most part, although its body and limbs still twitched from the residual charge. She then climbed atop the temporarily paralyzed creature and started running along its squishy flesh. Her right wrist suddenly flipped open like a pair of double doors, making her entire right hand to swing aside as if it were a door knocker. A series of flaps opened up on both the underside and rear end of the cylindrical forearm. A metal barrel with a series of spiral grooves etched into it then extended out of it and was pointed downwards at the borewyrm carpet she was treading on and. After a moment of charging itself, the barrel shot out a bolt of pure, concentrated mana while jets of azure flame flashed through the various open flaps.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
You have burned through your target. Target HP -935.


            
          


        

      


    


    The mass of bright blue energy didn’t have far to travel before it slammed into the monster. It melted clean through its scales and penetrated deep into its body, instantly cauterizing the wound. Fizzy shot the overgrown yet helpless insect a few more times as she traversed its length, taking care not to hit her own legs. While she was curious whether this superbly dangerous thing on her hand could melt through mithril, she wasn’t keen to find out right there and then. Especially not by using herself as a target.


    As for the weapon’s origins, it was the physical component of her first War Golem Skill.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Magitech Cannon

Description: The war golem gains the ability to attack from range by funneling the immense power of its core through a built-in energy weapon.

Requirements: Level 5 War Golem, INT 150, DEX 100

Type: Active

Activation Time: 0.5 seconds

Cost: 200 MP

Range: 40 Meters

Effects: Fires a bolt of concentrated magical energy, dealing fire damage to the first target struck.

Increases the base damage of this Skill by 2% for every 5 INT.

Reduces the MP cost of this Skill by 15 MP for every 2 Levels of this Skill.

Reduces the cooldown period of this Skill by 0.5 seconds for every 5 Levels of this Skill.

This Skill may not be activated more than once every 2 seconds.


            
          


        

      


    


    Fizzy practically leapt at the chance to get a reusable ranged attack when she was offered this ability. The MP consumption, the charge-up time and the short gap between shots made it a bit tricky to use all the time, but all of those aspects would improve gradually as it gained Levels. And that wasn’t going to be a problem, as it had already become one of her favorite means of attack. Not only was it as devastating as one might expect of a 200 MP Skill, but it was also extremely flashy.


    This was the main reason why she had a goofy grin on her face as she mercilessly pummeled the thing beneath her feet to death. The other was that she had been chasing it around for almost an hour now, and was looking forward to finally putting it out of its misery. It gave her quite a bit of a run around as it burrowed through the ground at random, as she couldn’t keep up with it very well. Especially not when it moved straight upwards. However, now that it was on relatively flat land, she would finally get to bash its brains out.


    Or, well, the closest thing that a borewyrm had to a brain, anyway.


    “Minus! Wrench, please!” she said while folding her cannon back into her arm.


    “Aw, man! I wanted to kill it!” complained her other self.


    “Fine, just don’t miss!”


    “Hah! As if!”


    Now that Minus had been given the go-ahead, the impractically large wrench that had been floating through the air behind the golem the entire time suddenly darted ahead of her. It spun around its handle wildly as if being held by an invisible hand and slammed into the side of the borewyrm’s head hard enough to demolish its scales. The massive hit caused a wave of flesh to expand outwards from the point of impact, traveling about four meters down the monster’s flabby body before dissipating.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
You have inflicted heavy blunt trauma. Target HP -573.


            
          


        

      


    


    The blow to the head had served as something of a wake up call to the creature, making it rear up in a massive roar, throwing Fizzy off in the process. The golem landed on one foot and one knee, and was hit with a blast of petrifying breath before she could dodge. Not that she had a need to dodge it in the first place.


    “Cleanse!”


    Having started the chant somewhat preemptively, Plus was able to fight off the effects of the worm’s breath before it even had a chance to take hold. She also threw in a Holy Light, then voiced her complaints that the Engine of Destruction was getting ‘a wee bit out of control.’ Even if Fizzy’s new frame could withstand much higher temperatures than before, there were limits to how far she could push it before she started outright melting.


    Meaning it was time for another Heat Exchange, and she knew just where to do it.


    “Come on, you pathetic maggot!” she roared while thumping her chest. “You can do better than that!”


    The queen borewyrm naturally had no idea what she was saying, but it nevertheless responded to the tone of her voice. In a fit of desperate resistance, it reared back and took another deep breath, then unleashed another petrifying squall at Fizzy. The golem leaped towards its mouth at the same time, diving right into its busted up jaws. She then activated Heat Exchange, causing streams of actual flames to pour out of the numerous vents covering her as her superheated body rapidly cooled itself off. The borewyrm’s front end was then engulfed in flames from the inside out, which dug through the last shreds of its HP.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
You have seared your target. Target HP -1,684.

Proficiency level increased. Heat Exchange is now Level 4. END +4. INT +2.

Level up!

Congratulations, you are now a Level 8 War Golem! STR +4. END +4. FTH +2.


            
          


        

      


    


    “Aw, man! All that work for only one Level?!” complained Minus as the now-white golem climbed out of the overcooked mass of worm meat. “This sucks!”


    “I think getting a whole Level at once is pretty good in and of itself.”


    Fizzy was inclined to agree with Plus’s argument since the XP required for the War Golem Job to increase in Level was rather ludicrous. It had taken a solid nine days of hunting borewyrms to get to this point, and getting the next Skill seemed like it would take yet more work still. Rather than raising a Job from Level 1 to Level 10, this amount of effort felt a lot closer to the gap between Levels 50 and 60. Which made a good deal of sense to Fizzy once she considered the fact that the only way a war golem could exist was by Ranking Up from a metal one. It was unthinkable that one would just pop up out of nowhere, as such a construct would be effectively crippled without the foundation of a Metal Golem Job with a very specific set of Skills.


    As for her Paladin Job, that had already maxed out at 50 a few days earlier. There would be no further developments on that front until she found an appropriate Mentor. Though all things considered, she would probably max out all the related Skills and achieve a Breakthrough well before that happened. At least her War Golem Job was steadily growing in Level, so it wasn’t all bad, but her Arclight Artificer was still a neglected as ever.


    “Parallel Zero.”


    Having fulfilled her immediate objective, Fizzy reclaimed full control over her body and took in her surroundings. She had been completely focused on her target until moments before, so it took her a little while to realize where she was.


    “Huh. Ruins of some sort… An old city, perhaps?”


    “Well, this is promising!” exclaimed Plus.


    “In what way?” asked her counterpart.


    “It’s the first sign of civilization since our Rank Up!”


    “Oh yeah. I’m sure those piles of smashed up bricks will be more than happy to give us directions.”


    “… Since when did you learn to use sarcasm?”


    “What can I say? It’s a gift.”


    “Plus is right though,” butted in Fizzy. “I do believe our days of wandering around totally lost are over now that we’ve found this place.”


    “Oh? How do you figure?” asked Minus.


    The dynamo golem stretched her right hand out, causing the Iron Teeth that had been left lying on the ground to leap into her open palm. She grabbed it by the handle, gave it a spin to pick up speed and then slammed it against her shield. This produced a loud gong and caused a few streaks of crackling lightning to arc between the two objects, accompanied by a deluge of sparks. She then lowered her posture into a fighting stance as she narrowed her focus onto the stoneborn lurking in the shadows around her.


    “We’ve just found ourselves some guides!”
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  Crusade 2


  

    “Had enough yet?”


    Fizzy was standing triumphantly with a cocky grin on her face. Her left arm was leaning lightly on her wrench, while her right hand was wrapped around the neck of a female stoneborn with off-white hair.


    “Hack! Koff! Koff!”


    Unfortunately, her captive couldn’t respond with anything other than coughs and gurgles as she tried to gasp for air.


    “Oh, whoops.”


    Realizing she was squeezing a bit too hard, the golem opened up her fist and dropped the stoneborn to the ground. The woman landed on her back and gasped desperately as her lungs once again filled with air. Fizzy took a step closer to her captive, causing the woman to scramble backwards in a panic. Her instinctive attempts to run away were cut off when the golem smashed her wrench into the ground next to her and bent over until they were pretty much face to face.


    “You’re not going anywhere until I say so. Are we clear?”


    Kragiel frantically nodded her head up and down to show she understood.


    “Good! Now then, I’ll have you answer some questions.”


    Hearing the mithril construct state her intentions flipped a switch in the stoneborn commander’s brain. She went from fearing for her life to maintaining her dignity as a soldier in the blink of an eye.


    “I have nothing to say to the enemy,” she declared scornfully. “If you’re going to kill me, I’d rather you just get it over with.”


    “As if. I didn’t go through all that trouble of sparing you sorry lot for nothing.”


    Out of the thirteen stoneborn operatives, seven lay unconscious or otherwise incapacitated in the surrounding ruins. Another two were in critical condition due to them being much squishier than Fizzy anticipated, but she stabilized them with her healing magic. Four more had escaped and retreated, leaving the last one - who was obviously the commander - in the golem’s tender care. The fight was overall messier than the golem wanted it to be as she had difficulty controlling her new body’s strength. But, seeing as how all of the proto-dwarves were still alive, she had managed to fulfil her objective.


    “…”


    However, her prisoner was having none of it and remained silent. Everyone had heard of the mysterious white golem that recently appeared among the Nemesis’s forces, so there was little doubt in her mind as to this thing’s allegiance. Granted, the thing before her looked quite a bit different than the living statue from the rumors, but she seriously doubted there were two mithril golems running about. She had therefore resolved herself to not divulge any potentially sensitive information no matter what.


    Even if Kragiel didn’t always see eye-to-eye with her superiors, that didn’t mean she was a traitor.


    “Look, I’m not asking you for your country’s secrets or whatever,” said Fizzy. “I just need directions, either to the surface or Kat- I mean, your Nemesis’s stronghold. Do that, and I guarantee no harm shall come to you or your companions.”


    The stoneborn was rather taken aback by those words. She had expected to be asked about many things, but the surface? That wasn’t a topic she was expecting to come up at all. Kragiel chased her errant thoughts away and focused on the problem at hand - her unit had been decimated and much of their equipment ruined. Though if there was someone to blame for this sorry outcome, it was none other than herself. Admittedly it was the golem that made the first move and attacked her unit, but it was her call to have her subordinates try and shadow the thing instead of falling back. No, it went further back than that - Kragiel should’ve pulled her unit out when the Dowser detected a potential borewyrm encounter.


    “… If you truly meant us no harm, then why did you attack us unprovoked?” asked Kragiel.


    “Unprovoked? I was being stalked by a bunch of armed strangers after having just finished off a pain-in-the-ass monster. What was I supposed to do - invite you over for tea and biscuits? Of course I’m going to take the initiative and go in for the first blow!”


    Fizzy’s words stabbed through Kragiel like a spear. Of course this golem would come swinging at a suspicious bunch of people skulking around her at a potential moment of weakness. In retrospect, that sort of reaction was only to be expected, as was her complete and total victory. The electrified golem was a being mighty enough to have felled a borewyrm queen single handedly and with relative ease. It was only natural that Kragiel and her men could scarcely even put up a fight against something like that. Strictly speaking, the confrontation would’ve been over in an instant if the golem wanted them dead. That was just how much more powerful she was when compared to the stoneborn.


    Motivations and circumstances aside though, with Kragiel’s options limited and her men’s lives at stake, there could only be one answer to the golem’s request.


    “Very well. I, Kragiel of clan Sterner, hereby pledge to guide you faithfully in exchange for sparing my people and allowing them to return home to their families.”


    “Deal. Ah, I’m Fizzy, by the way.”


    The golem stepped forward, grabbed the stoneborn woman by the shoulder and effortlessly lifted her to her feet. She wasn’t hurt all that badly since Fizzy had saved her for last, so the two of them could leave right away.


    “Wait just a minute! You’re not going anywhere without me!”


    Or at least that’s what would’ve normally happened if it wasn’t for the coarse male voice calling out from the side. Kadam, Kragiel’s brother, was limping over while using his staff like a walking stick. Fizzy had broken his left leg in the scuffle, so the fact he was up and about already was rather impressive in its own way, especially since the unit’s healers were currently indisposed.


    “Kaddie! Are you out of your bloody mind?!” exclaimed his sister.


    “Probably. But then again so are you.”


    “You need to get away from here!”


    “And go where, exactly? ‘Back home to my family?’ You’re the only one I have left, damnit!”


    “Which is precisely why I’m ordering you to get your butt back to base!”


    “I respectfully decline and cordially invite you to stuff it.”


    “I don’t believe you!”


    “Well, you’d better! There’s no way I’m letting you walk away with this psycho all by your lonesome!”


    “I’m standing right here, you know,” said a slightly irritated Fizzy, causing the siblings to clam up immediately. “Look, I don’t know who you are or what your circumstances are, but I don’t need any extra baggage.”


    “I’m no mere baggage, milady Fizzy,” said Kadam respectfully. “I’m a fully fledged Stonesinger. You’ll need my Skills if you hope to safely traverse these depths and arrive at your destination in a timely manner.”


    “Oh? So your friend here was going to lead me on a wild goose chase?”


    “I don’t know what a goose is or why you’d want to chase it, but without a Stonesinger the most she could do is stumble around aimlessly until she either ran out of food or you got pissed off and smashed her.”


    Kragiel’s face immediately became a few shades paler, as that was precisely what she was planning to do.


    “I see,” said Fizzy sternly. “So she lied to me even though she swore on her clan’s name and everything.”


    “I know, my big sister says some stupid things once she gets emotional. She was probably thinking something like ‘it’s fine if I die so long as those guys get away.’ I shudder to think what sort of stunt she’d pull if I wasn’t around to keep her in check. Probably try to lead you to an active lava flow or something and have both of you fall in.”


    “Would you shut up already?!” shouted the sister. “You’re gonna get us all killed!”


    “Well, normally you’d be right,” interjected the golem, “but a deal has already been struck and I intend to keep my end of it. I’ll overlook this little… incident so long as you two get me to where I need to go.”


    She really didn’t want to babysit two meatbags instead of one, but it was quite clear this was a package deal. Besides, there was some value in having a hostage on hand to keep these siblings in check, so in some ways this was actually a bit better. Not to mention that, for what it was worth, she had every intention to let them live. Well, it was more the case that their deaths wouldn’t benefit her in any meaningful way, but that was besides the point.


    “I appreciate your understanding, milady Fizzy,” said Kadam with a pained smile. “However, might I implore you to do something about this leg of mine? I feel I will slow you down if it’s not treated.”


    “Yeah, good point. Holy Light!”


    A wave of Fizzy’s hand and a flash of light later, the injured stoneborn’s broken limb had snapped back into place, allowing him to walk normally. He revealed at the feeling of his miraculously mended bones for a few moments before he began collecting food supplies for the long trip ahead. Meanwhile, Kragiel had gone to check on the rest of the squad and began relaying what she honestly believed to be her last orders. She told them to fulfil their mission in an expedient manner and then return home without waiting for her.


    The mithril golem and the two stoneborn siblings then set off into the ruins, leaving the rest of Kragiel’s subordinates to lick their wounds.


    “You know, you really are an idiot,” spoke up Fizzy from the rear end of the line. “You’re an officer, you should value your life more.”


    “I know, right?” called out Kadam from up in front. “She cares more about those closest to her rather than the country we’re supposed to be protecting or her own ancestry. She’s always been weird like that, ever since we were little.”


    “Shut it, jackass!” snapped his sister from the middle. “You were supposed to retreat to safety, not accompany me to damnation!”


    “Nah, we’ll be fine. I don’t think miss Fizzy here will go back on her word.”


    “You seem awfully trusting of me,” noted the golem.


    “Well yeah. I mean you Paladins are supposed to be a trustworthy lot, right?”


    “There is some truth to that, I suppose.”


    It was an undeniable fact that Paladins, Priests and Monks were inherently good, honest people. Especially ones that worshipped Teresa, Goddess of Truth and Justice. There were some black sheep like Fizzy, of course, but they were very much in the minority.


    “Paladin? What?” blurted out Kragiel.


    “What you didn’t notice?” replied her younger brother. “Paladins are supposed to be mighty warriors that wield the magic of God. Isn’t that exactly what milady Fizzy was doing?”


    The female stoneborn looked back over her shoulder with wide eyes. Now that Kadam mentioned it, it was true that the Spells this golem employed carried the unmistakable golden glow of holy magic. Well, there seemed to be a bit of a green tinge to it that threw her off, but there was no other magic that carried that same serene light.


    “What?” asked the golem when he noticed her bewildered. “Do I have something on my face?”


    “Pardon her, she just hasn’t seen an actual Paladin,” answered Kadam in her stead. “None of us have. We lost many of God’s servants in the early stages of the war, so Paladins and Priests are… very hard to find these days outside of the noble caste. We were only children when it happened, so we’ve never had the chance to meet any of them.”


    “I see. That does make certain degree of sense.”


    Another trait of the stereotypical holy servant was that they were inherently selfless and prone to sacrificing themselves for the good of others. So when Katya and her Iron Curtain descended upon them, they were among the first to stand up to her and get annihilated. The ensuing decades of strife had led to the surviving clergy questioning their beliefs being shaken, resulting in religious occupations going nearly extinct. And without active clergy to guide them, the stoneborn’s faith in their god had all but been replaced by the cold pragmatism needed to survive the endless war.


    “I guess your people must’ve worshipped Goroth, then?” asked Fizzy.


    “Well, yeah. I mean who else is there?” replied Kadam in a slightly humorous manner.


    “… You do realize there are nine gods in the world, right?”


    “… Oh. I, uh… You’re serious?”


    “Deadly serious.”


    A heavy silence descended upon the trio as they walked past the borders of the ruined city. Kragiel, Kadam, and pretty much every stoneborn since time immemorial had been taught that Goroth was this world’s only god. Having lived in near-total isolation for centuries meant that the ancestors of the dwarves were given no reason to question this. It was so deeply ingrained in them that the siblings had trouble accepting it. Granted, they never actually prayed or anything, but it was still a jarring thing to hear they’ve been lied to all their lives.


    That was assuming that this surfacer wasn’t talking out of her ass, of course.


    “I’m not buying it,” declared the sister.


    “You doubt the word of a Paladin?” asked Kadam.


    “No. I doubt the word of a murderous monster who has no qualms about lying to get her way and has attacked our people on multiple occasions.”


    Unlike her brother, Kragiel wasn’t convinced of Fizzy’s intentions. In her mind, that golem was the enemy, so she refused to believe a single thing that came out of her mouth. Or… wherever it was her words were coming from. Whatever the case, she was deeply disappointed in her brother for buying into the stranger’s claims so easily. The fact that her subordinates weren’t in direct danger anymore had also emboldened her, which was why she allowed herself to speak her mind.


    “I deserve that,” admitted Fizzy. “I was misled into serving that cunt and very nearly paid dearly for it when she betrayed me. That’s why I need your help to find her base - so that I can stomp her flat for the grave sins she’s committed.”


    Admittedly the ‘sins’ this narcissistic Paladin had in mind were the otherworlder’s attempts to rob her of her free will. That was the only reason she was on route to bash Katya’s brains out. Well, that and she really didn’t have much else of a choice since, according to Kadam, there was no known direct route to the surface. Fizzy had trouble believing that, but the Stonesinger wasn’t being forthcoming with his information. That was fine, though. Some part of her felt like she wouldn’t be able to face Boxxy if she let someone get away with soiling its most precious shiny - namely herself. If she was actually given a choice between leaving this underground ecosystem to its fate or getting revenge, she would pick the latter ten times out of ten.


    “I guess you could call it my penance for all the crimes I’ve committed against your people,” added the golem.


    There was also the consideration the stoneborn would surely overlook her past behavior if she solved their Nemesis problem. She would probably be lauded as a hero or a savior, which definitely had an appealing ring to it. Her newfound influence would then surely be enough to help her return to the surface and reunite with the only creature that truly understood and accepted all that she was. She had faith it would all work out somehow, so her only complaint about the current arrangement was that Kadam wasn’t leading her straight to Novyy Dragunov. The exact location of the Nemsis’s headquarters was unknown to him - and indeed the rest of his people. The most the Stonesinger could do was lead her to one of the otherworlder’s automated mining facilities, whereupon she would need to search for clues.


    It may not have been what she wanted, but it was certainly a start.


    “Oh yeah. ‘Penance.’ That’s totally what this is about,” said Kragiel dismissively. “First you say our ancestors lied to us and then you say you’ve had a change of heart? Paladin or not, you must really not be right in the head if you think I’ll believe any of that for even a second.”


    “Sis! Do you seriously need to aggravate her like… that?”


    Kadam had looked over his shoulder in a panic, but was both relieved and surprised that their ‘escort’ seemed to be rather calm. Fizzy’s last words were more or less lip service anyway, so she saw no reason to get upset when they were called into doubt. Still, it was necessary to say these things, as repeating a lie often enough would turn it into a truth. It was a lesson that Keira was the living embodiment of.


    “Given the circumstances, I wouldn’t believe me either,” she said with a shrug. “Only a moron would take a stranger’s words at face value. But hey, I can at least prove one of my claims to be true.”


    Fizzy then reached over with her right hand, gripped Kragiel by the shoulder and pushed her down to her knees. The stoneborn naturally struggled against this sudden act, but she couldn’t even budge the metallic limb. Even if the golem was shorter than her, it was both heavier and stronger. Her brother was also quite upset at this sudden development. At the very least it didn’t seem like her sister was about to be killed, so he ended up just looking on in a conflicted manner while struggling to form words.


    “Teach Job: Paladin!”


    A serene blue light flowed out of the golem’s mithril frame and seeped into Kragiel. She froze in shock as the entirely foreign power flowed into her before she could even comprehend what had just happened.
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    A series of messages identical to the ones Fizzy got during her own involuntary induction into Horton’s cult flashed before the stoneborn’s eyes. The golem then released her grip, prompting the woman to scramble up to her feet in a panic. She dashed over to her brother’s side, who caught her in his arms in an attempt to calm her down.


    “Believe me now?” said Fizzy with a smirk.


    “Are you freaking insane?!”


    “What? What did she do?” asked Kadam.


    “She just made me a Paladin of some weirdo god named Winnie!”


    “… Okay. First of all - woah. Secondly - Robert’s a weird name for a- Wait, what? Wasn’t it Doreen? … Rhonda?”


    “Oh, that’s just how the name of the Goddess of Uncertainty works,” said Fizzy matter-of-factly. “Don’t think too hard about it and you’ll get used to it in no time.”


    “I see… I guess the elders really have been lying to us, then.”


    “That’s not the point!” insisted Kragiel, then turned back towards the golem. “Why the fuck would you just force something like that on me?!”


    “‘Why’ isn’t the question you should be asking here,” was the golem’s reply. “Being Cedric’s devoted isn’t about ‘why.’ It’s about ‘why not.’ To question the status quo, to ponder all of life’s possibilities and to make them into reality - that is what the God of Happenstance desires most. And that is why we, as his randomly chosen, must act as the heralds of change.”


    “… We are but rocks thrown into stagnant waters, causing ripples that none can foresee.”


    Those words had come out of Kragiel’s mouth as if they both were and weren’t her own. Like she had always known them, but only just now remembered them.


    “Exactly!” exclaimed Fizzy with a clap of her hands. “Well, I’m more of a boulder than a rock, but that’s the gist of it.”


    “You feeling alright, sis?” asked Kadam, more out of curiosity than concern.


    “Yeah. I’ll be fine, I think. This is just… new to me.”


    This divine servant thing was definitely an odd sensation, but it wasn’t one she particularly disliked.


    “Ah, don’t worry about it, you’ll get the hang of it in no time,” reassured her the golem. “All of Patricia’s chosen are a bit weird, so you’ll fit right in with the rest of us!”


    “… Something tells me I’d rather not meet any of the others, though.”


    “… That’s kind of a good point, actually. Weird shit does tend to happen when too many of us gather.”


    Having two demonic Overlords duke it out in the middle of a war zone was quite high on the What-The-Fuck-O-Meter™.


    “But, I suppose I will admit you were telling the truth about the god thing,” conceded Kragiel. “I just hope you weren’t lying about the other stuff.”


    “Guess there’s only one way to find out, right?”


    “Yeah…”


    Having grown somewhat closer, the trio once again set off towards their destination. Kadam was in front and Fizzy was in the back much like before, though the newly initiated Paladin walked shoulder to shoulder with her brother. She was in the middle of reevaluating her beliefs while also coming to grips with Angelo’s divine presence, so she needed him for emotional support. However, seeing him smiling to himself while throwing her sideways glances wasn’t exactly helping.


    “What? Do I have something on my face?” she asked in a disgruntled manner.


    “No. It’s just that I think this is the first time in a long while that I’ve heard you say that word.”


    “What word?”


    “Hope.”


  




  Crusade 3


  

    Kadam, Kragiel and their shiny golem overlord were walking down yet another tunnel. This was technically their third ‘day’ of travel, though according to Fizzy’s internal clock it hadn’t even been 48 hours since they departed from the ruins of Cavewater. It would appear that, without sunlight dictating their lives, the stoneborn had adapted to a somewhat awkward eighteen hour work/rest cycle. They still spent about a third of their time sleeping like people on the surface, but the frequency with which they did so was a bit weird from Fizzy’s perspective.


    Then again, she was a golem that didn’t need to sleep at all, so she hardly had the right to criticize the stoneborn civilization’s way of life. She was just used to the biological clocks of surfacers, so it took some getting used to having her guides stop to rest more often than what she was expecting.


    There was a bright side to this, though, as Nurnenberg seemed to be sending Kragiel some rather questionable dreams. For instance, the first ‘night’ after being made a Paladin, she dreamt of riding whales in an ocean of angry bees. The second one, from which she awoke no more than two hours ago, was arguably even weirder. It involved an endless green meadow, a sunny midsummer sky, and a giant crab with a monocle and a top hat who kept pinching her buttocks while calling her ‘M’lady.’


    It was doubtless the Goddess of Gambling was the one doing this, as the only thing in those borderline nightmares that was even remotely familiar to Kragiel was the crab. Having lived below ground her entire life, she had never seen bees, oceans, whales, or grass, let alone the sun. She would still be ignorant about them if Fizzy didn’t explain those things to her. There was simply no way that imagery was coming from her own subconscious, which made Stefan the chief suspect. She was naturally quite upset at having all those bizarre visions forced upon her, but it was only at first. Once the initial shock wore off, she actually found the sheer absurdity of those dreams to be rather entertaining. Amusing, even.


    Which was a good indication as any that Kragiel would make a great Champion of Chaos after all, just as Fizzy had guessed.


    “So, uh, will those dreams ever stop?”


    However, it would appear the woman herself still hadn’t completely come to terms with her new circumstances.


    “I wouldn’t know,” was the senior Paladin’s curt answer. “I’m a golem, remember?”


    “Oh, right. You don’t know what it’s like to fall asleep.”


    Admittedly there was a period of time when Fizzy was a meatbag Paladin, but she didn’t have the opportunity to dream back then. Even getting a full night’s rest was a luxury.


    “I’m guessing Terence will stop when he gets bored of messing with you, though. Which probably won’t be anytime soon considering the wonderful reactions you’re giving him.”


    “Wait, let me get this straight,” chimed in Kadam from the front. “This deity of yours apparently has nothing better to do than play pranks on his followers?”


    “Something like that,” answered Fizzy. “It’s more the case of he gets bored easily, so he relies on mortals for entertainment.”


    “That seems… rather irresponsible,” noted Kragiel with concern plastered all over her face.


    “Not really. He’s typically a very ‘hands-off’ sort of God, not the type of fellow that would ruin a mortal’s life on a whim. It’s just not something he does… except when it is.”


    “Oh. Great. That’s certainly reassuring,” groaned the rookie Paladin. “That’s a top tier deity you have there.”


    “Eh, Gilligan has his ups and downs, but he’s the fairest and most unbiased of the Gods. He’s a bit mischievous, but he doesn’t play favorites, nor does he discriminate. At least nowhere near the level of someone like Teresa.”


    “That’s the, uh, Goddess of Honesty, right?”


    “Truth and Justice, Kadam. Not Honesty.”


    “Same thing, isn’t it?”


    “You’d think, but no. Truth is absolute, honesty is more subjective. It’s a subtle difference, but details like those are important when it comes to religion. Especially Taboos.”


    Having nothing better to talk about on this trip, any conversations between the stoneborn siblings and Fizzy somehow ended up on the subject of the gods. So far the pint-sized Paladin had explained the nature of each of the nine divines, including the virtues they embodied and the acts they considered Taboo. Surprisingly enough, stoneborn society had supposedly outlawed many of those things, such as the practice of necromancy, the use of curse magic or the transmutation of precious metals. These ancient decrees hinted that someone had taken deliberate steps to turn the stoneborn into a monotheistic people, though their reasons and identity were unknown to these three.


    “Say, you met with the Nemesis, right?” spoke up Kragiel. “Does she have any Taboo on her?”


    “Uh, that’s a tricky question,” said Fizzy while furrowing her brows. “I don’t think I met her in person, so I can’t say with absolute certainty. However, the way she recklessly flaunts that ‘radiashun’ of hers has surely pissed off Zephyra at the very least.”


    “Radi-what?”


    “It’s the, uh, poison she spreads around.”


    “You mean the Mega-Blight?” asked Kadam.


    “… Mega-Blight?”


    “Yeah. You’re talking about the glowy stuff that just sort of kills you after a few days if you don’t get it treated? That’s what we call it.”


    “I see…”


    Fizzy cupped her chin as she fell into thought. The fact that Kadam had said ‘treated’ was rather interesting. It suggested the stoneborn had a way of dealing with Katya’s nuclear fallout, which made a good deal of sense. Otherwise the otherworlder would have already killed them off. That stuff was nasty. Kadam’s accidental revelation presented a rather interesting opportunity.


    The golem couldn’t help but notice that the invisible poison known as radiation shared a lot of similarities with the Rift - the swirling death cloud left behind by the Calamity of Monotal. The greatest minds of the Lodrak Empire were still struggling to contain that slowly growing disaster, which threatened to swallow up the entirety of the surrounding Cradle Valley. She may have been only tangentially related to that event, but she still kept an ear out for any news regarding that topic during her time in Azurvale.


    That was how she knew the effects the Rift had on living things, and had even heard something about a joint Empire-Republic effort to subdue the Rift being in the works. It was mostly a political move to get the two nations to ‘kiss and make up,’ but it still showed the humans were incapable of solving the crisis by themselves. Meaning that, if the stoneborn anti-radiation remedy could be used to subdue aftermath of the Calamity, the humans would surely leap at the chance to obtain it.


    And if the one who presented them with this miraculous solution just so happened to be a highly unscrupulous individual, they stood to reap profits so filthy that Mortimer himself would want to take a shower.


    “Yeah… That’d make a good souvenir…” mumbled Fizzy with a smile on her face.


    “Sorry, what?” asked Kragiel.


    “Oh, nothing. Just thinking about how your people will repay me after I’m done bashing Katya’s brains out.”


    “Heh,” chuckled the stoneborn. “Well, if you actually do manage to get rid of our Nemesis problem, then my bosses would be more than happy to listen to your demands.”


    “They’d better, if they know what’s good for them.”


    Frankly speaking, the more Fizzy heard about the so called ‘noble caste,’ the more she distrusted them. It didn’t matter the time, place, or culture, the aristocracy abusing their wealth, power and influence at the expense of the common folk was something of a universal constant. There was no reason to believe these stoneborn nobles would be any different. Especially since it sounded a lot like they were the ones actively keeping their nation isolated from the outside world. Set in their ways as they were, there was no way they’d be happy to owe an ‘outsider’ anything.


    Therefore, it was highly likely that Fizzy would have to bust some heads - be it metaphorically or literally - if she wanted to get her way, but she would vaporize that bridge when she got to it.


    “Seems like we’re going to arrive earlier than expected,” noted the golem.


    “That’s right,” confirmed Kadam. “Having you around to act as a bodyguard helped us make good time.”


    The Stonesinger had originally estimated it would have taken another full stoneborn day to get to their destination, but that was assuming they were travelling carefully. However, since Fizzy could easily flatten any monsters that their passage attracted, the trio was able to move at a much more rapid pace than anticipated.


    “We should have eyes on the base’s perimeter defenses within the hour,” added the guide.


    “Glad to see you weren’t stupid enough to follow in your sister’s footsteps after all.”


    “Hahaha! I’ll take that as a compliment!”


    “… How’d you know we were closing in on the Nemesis’s territory?” asked Kragiel.


    Fizzy raised her left hand in the air and activated her magnetic abilities, prompting dozens of metallic shards to fly out of the ground, walls and ceiling around them. Spent shell casings, shattered bullets and mechanical remnants alike converged on her fist, covering it completely in rusted scrap. The golem then released her Skills, allowing the assorted junk to fall to the ground with a loud rattle.


    “Lucky guess.”


    “Oh…”


    The trio continued forward more carefully, with Kadam stopping to check their surroundings via Vibrolocaton every hundred meters or so. The goal was to avoid any mechanized patrols, as they would raise the alarm and put the base on high alert. Fizzy then pointed out that Katya’s scouts and patrols consisted primarily of flying drones. They didn’t touch the ground and would therefore not show up on his ‘sonar’ at all, so meaning that the Stonesinger was just wasting their collective time.


    Disagreements over ‘necessary level of caution’ aside, the trio failed to run into any of Katya’s automata, be they flying or otherwise until they reached her mining facility. The trio ended up being huddled behind an outcropping of rocks at the edge of another underground cavern. This particular space, however, hadn’t been formed by the magic of the stoneborn, the persistence of shardlings or the ceaseless march of time.


    It was the product of the ceaseless march of industry.


    Hundreds, possibly thousands of ant-like robots endlessly picked away at the stone and rock, producing a near-deafening din. They had drills for mandibles and steel frames that had scratched up and partially rusted over after decades of digging. Yet despite looking positively ancient and superbly well-worn, they still crawled over and around each other with optimal efficiency. They poured in and out of the massive rectangular facility that stood at the center of this sea of clanking and grinding, no doubt delivering whatever metals and minerals they had managed to gather. Once insides, the raw materials were likely being processed and refined, if the smoke billowing out of that gigantic steel box was any indication.


    Those worker drones were hardly the only ones around, though. Bishops buzzed endlessly overhead and Pawns in sleep mode were littered throughout the area. None of them seemed to have noticed the intruders, but the three would not remain hidden for long. Especially considering that a certain golem among them was the living antithesis of stealth and subtlety.


    “Well… here we are, Fizzy,” shout-whispered Kadam. “What will you do now?”


    He had initially thought that the golem would surely stand a chance if she were to assault that fortress by her lonesome. After all, it was hard not to hold certain expectations after she so splendidly smashed that borewyrm into a pulp. But now that he had seen the enemy for himself, he couldn’t help but have doubts regarding her chances.


    “Now I get to see what this body of mine can really do!”


    However, Fizzy herself clearly did not share his skepticism nor his hesitation as she boldly strode out of her concealed position and towards the enemy swarm. It was painfully obvious she was going in for a frontal assault, which made the color drain out of Kadam’s face.


    “Are you insane?!” he shouted after her. “There’s gotta be over a thousand of those things - probably just as many inside!”


    The golem stopped in her tracks and looked over her shoulder with a cocky grin.


    “I still have them outnumbered.”


    She then sped off down the rocky slope, hoop-like wrench in hand. The two siblings could do little but watch her charge forward. Kragiel was almost about to comment how she was just ‘going home’ and there wouldn’t be any actual fighting, but what happened next left her speechless.


    Several blinding spotlights suddenly shone on Fizzy as the facility’s automated defenses picked her up. All at once the robotic horde came to a complete and total halt. For several breath-taking seconds, the only sound that could be heard was that of the crashing of the golem’s footsteps. Then, just as suddenly as they had stopped, the mechanized dolls started moving again. The non-combat drones retreated into their ‘hive’ to get them out of the way while hundreds of Pawns poured out of it at the same time and the ones strewn around the area sprang to life.


    They then opened fire upon Fizzy all at once, showering her in a hail of gunfire. There were far too many projectiles for her to dodge, so she didn’t even bother. The golem lifted her shield in front of her face and just kept charging in a straight line. She rapidly closed the gap between herself and the enemy as bullets pinged harmlessly off her armored frame as her Engine of Destruction revved up.


    The dynamo golem then crashed into the enemy’s front lines like a drunken troll in a potion store. Despite the Pawns having the size advantage, three of them were trampled beneath her while four more were sent flying from the force of the impact. She swung her wrench sideways, bending one of them in two and sending it flying into its allies. Using the moment of her attack, she flung her weapon at the next target, burying it deep in its chestplate.


    “Parallel Two!”


    Plus and Minus joined in the fray immediately afterwards. The bullets raining down on Fizzy from all sides came to an abrupt stop as the younger Parallel flexed the golem’s Geomagnetic Grip and ‘grabbed’ them all. Her elder sister then healed the Paladin, restoring what HP had been shaved off during the approach. The ever-growing field of magnetically suspended bullets started spinning around at great speed, creating a veritable tornado of lead.


    It was a feat that demanded one’s utmost attention and focus, hence why it was impossible for Fizzy to pull it off by herself in the middle of a fight. But, as things stood, Minus had a good handle on things, which she demonstrated by unleashing an omnidirectional ‘push’ courtesy of Magnetize. Having gained a good enough of momentum already, the bullet storm surrounding her golem spread out in all directions, peppering the Pawns with their own munitions. Granted, it was no match for actual gunfire, but it was good enough if the numerous exploding robots were any indication.


    Minus then shifted her focus towards the Iron Teeth, pulling it out of the robot wreckage that surrounded her. The wrench hovered faithfully by the golem’s side, ready to smite anything that was within range. Which, considering the fact that Fizzy was already moving towards the next group of enemies, would be Katya’s combat drones. The Paladin smashed into them, using her bare hands to fold, tear and otherwise decimate the machine soldiers. Minus kept swinging her magnetized wrench around, clearing out those that were too far for the Fizzy’s fists or too close for her Magitech Cannon.


    The stoneborn siblings could do little but stare slack-jawed at the golem’s rampage. This was nothing like the desperate struggle it seemed like it would be at the start. In fact, the pint-sized Paladin had so much leeway that she repeatedly took the opportunity to grab onto a Pawn, electrify it, and then fling it at a group of them, resulting in a series of explosions. Looking at it from afar, it was almost like she was more concerned with having fun rather than coming out on top. No, there was no way that wasn’t the case considering her brilliant smile could be seen all the way from their vantage point. Those mechanized dolls stood so little chance to actually harm her that they were rapidly beginning to understand the last words Fizzy said to them. Not even the flying ones were spared as she pulled them out of the sky or flung burning debris at them.


    However, although this unstoppable rampage looked like the work of a single individual, it was actually the combined effort of three beings inhabiting the same shell. Fizzy piloted the body, Minus managed the magnetism and Plus kept them in one piece through holy magic. They even seemed to swap places from time to time, as the golem’s movements would abruptly, yet subtly change. A fact that did not escape Kragiel’s experienced eyesight, augmented as it was by her Champion of Chaos Skill. Although still low in Level, it allowed her glimpses at the golem’s immediate future, and how she was actively avoiding the worst of the enemy’s attempts to damage her.


    She shuddered to think what would’ve happened if an unstoppable monster like that were to turn its sights on her home. Indeed, the fact that the golem-shaped disaster had been turned against her former boss was nothing short of a miracle. It was a lucky break the likes of which she had never seen before, and the joy and relief of this realization made her unable to just stand still and watch. Which was why she fell to her knees, clasped her hands, closed her eyes, and then offered a sincere prayer of gratitude to Barbara, the Goddess of Happenstance.


    It was honestly a bit scary how natural the whole thing happened considering it was her first time praying, but she wasn’t about to complain about it.


  




  Crusade 4


  

    “Can I have a turn?” asked Minus after Kragiel was finished getting better acquainted with her new God.


    “Turn? What’d you mean?” inquired Fizzy while smashing up a Pawn with its own arm.


    “I wanna try smashing these guys with my own hands!”


    “I say we let her do it, boss,” chimed in Plus. “Lawrence knows she’s earned some stress relief after all the stuff she’s been through.”


    “Yeah, I suppose that’s fair. I’ll take over on magnet duty, then!”


    “Alright!”


    The golem staggered for a moment as the two personalities traded places, but Minus was able to establish complete control without issue. Fizzy’s body then hunched over to the extreme, so much so that her hands hung down below her knees. This wasn’t due to Minus messing up or anything like that, though. She had already walked half of Fizzy along the bottom of that lake immediately after her ‘birth,’ so it wasn’t like she didn’t know what she was doing. Rather, it was the case that this was her natural stance.


    Even though she was born of Fizzy’s subconscious, Minus was still her own person with her own tastes and preferences. This notion became readily apparent when she started running wild. Her original self had a very cold and calculating fighting style that dismantled her opponents with deadly efficiency and never using more effort than was deemed necessary. It was a ruthless mentality that Boxxy had thoroughly beaten into her in the past, and one that had served her well ever since then. Well, except when she had an audience and she wanted to show off. Or it was a painfully easy fight that she could have a bit of fun with. But other than that hers was a very controlled approach to combat, regardless of whether she was unarmed or not.


    “RRAAARGH!” roared the golem as she barrelled her way through yet another automaton. “FUCKING DIE!”


    Minus, on the other hand, was like a rabid dog that had been let off its leash. She ran around in that low, primal stance of hers, ripping out the Pawns’ legs and then smashing their heads and torsos between her hands before they hit the ground. She also pounced at them, toppling them over only to smash them into smithereens between her heels before zig-zagging towards her next target. Her movements were all over the place, but the sheer ferocity with which she assaulted her targets made her a lot more unpredictable and intimidating than the original.


    Well, it wasn’t like mindless mechanical dolls could be intimidated, but that was besides the point.


    “This is probably what I would be like if I were born a golem, huh?” mused Fizzy.


    “Probably,” agreed Plus. “I catch glimpses of that side of yours every now and then, but - IS THAT THE BEST YOU GOT?! - Minus takes it to the extreme. It’s like she’s the embodiment to our baser, more monstrous instincts.”


    “I suppose that makes sense given how she - WAHAHAHAHA! - came into being. Though I would personally never allow myself to act so undignified as to run on all fours. It’s - TOO SLOW! - unsightly.”


    “I wouldn’t say that. Even if they’re a bit exaggerated, her movements are all very fluid and natural. I think that has a certain amount of - Catch this, chucklenuts! - beauty to it as well.”


    “I suppose that’s true,” consented Fizzy. “At least her timing with electrifying her attacks is spot on, but would it kill her to use the cannon every now and then?”


    “You guys know I can hear you, right?!”


    “We - know,” answered the two in near-unison.


    “Steell talking to yourself, I see?”


    The trio’s internal dispute came to an abrupt end when Katya’s distorted voice echoed all around them. It may have taken some time since they had only one body to work with, but Fizzy and company had already all but decimated her security detail. It was honestly a shame those automata didn’t give out any XP upon their defeat, otherwise she’d probably be a Level 10 War Golem by now. Yet if Fizzy’s rage-filled face was as any indication, she obviously hadn’t had enough.


    “Come out here so I can punch you in the cunt, you dick-munching fuck-ass!”


    “Woah, easy there Minus,” cautioned Fizzy. “You’re getting a bit ahead of ourselves.”


    “Yeah, we don’t even know where she is!”


    “I don’t give a damn! I won’t be able to calm down until I crush her bitch face between my hands!”


    “Quite,” responded the otherworlder. “However, vhat do you plan to do heer, Feezy? Zis depot is nearly depleted, eez of leetle value to me. Vhy did you zink it vhas so lightly defended?”


    The golem had to admit, even though she had smashed her way through a few hundred automata, this was still ‘light’ by Katya’s standards. If this place truly meant a lot to the Original Artificer, she would’ve also had stationary gun emplacements, or rigged the area with traps. But even if taking the place offline wouldn’t be a major blow to Katya’s operations, it would still be enough to serve Fizzy’s needs.


    The Paladin regained control of her body and calmly walked over to a specific point in the underground quarry while the remains of the security force retreated. She flexed her magnetic muscle and, after causing a minor seismic event, ripped about twenty insulated tubes out of the ground. She casually grabbed onto the now exposed wiring, causing a massive discharge of electricity to pass through her body and disperse throughout the area. The lights coming from the facility behind her suddenly shut off, only to flicker back to life a few moments later when its emergency generator kicked in.


    “Lookie here!” taunted Fizzy while arcs of raw power screeched all around her. “I just found myself a way to your base!”


    Katya had quite a few secondary installations that supported Novyy Dragunov. Mostly mining and processing facilities with the odd remote munitions factory or fuel depot. However, all of them were part of the same power grid. Therefore, the electric lifelines that Fizzy had in her grip would no doubt eventually lead her right to Katya’s doorstep. The otherworlder could, of course, get rid of the compromised power lines and facilities in an effort to ‘lose’ Fizzy, sort of like a lizard losing its tail to escape. However, her stubborn pride would never allow her to do something that would directly diminish her power.


    “I am afraid you have zat ze ozer vhay around, Feezy,” calmly stated Katya.


    “It’s Fizzy, Richard-damnit! FIZZY! EFF- AYE - ZEE - ZEE!”


    “You missed the ‘y’ at the end there, boss,” pointed out Plus.


    “Not now!”


    “It matters now vhat you call yourself,” interjected the otherworlder. “If you continue to oppose me, all zat you vhill become eez scrap.”


    “Hah! I’d like to see you try! Your machines may have given me pause before, but they’re no match for me now!”


    “Yes, I vhill admit, you have become somezing very impressive since vhe last met. But! I have not sat idly by eizer!”


    The roaring of multiple engines then entered Fizzy’s hearing. She discarded the severed power line and turned her attention towards the direction they were coming from - the large tunnel at the end of the cavern. It was the same direction that those power cables stretched out towards, so it was painfully obvious Katya’s reinforcements were on route. And indeed, much like she had assumed, a total of eight Knight-class transports sped out of the tunnel’s mouth. They came to a screeching halt some ninety meters away from the golem, forming a blockade of sorts directly in her line of sight.


    Fizzy then realized something was very different about those vehicles. They had the same general shape of an armored box on wheels, but they had something new on top of their flat, rectangular roofs. Each steel platform now sported a strange spherical device somewhere between one and one-and-a-half meters wide. They spun around freely within their sockets, pointing all of their spike-like protrusions directly at the golem.


    Fizzy didn’t need to be a Level 10 Champion of Chaos to recognize she was being targeted, but the split second warning the Skill gave her was still very much appreciated. It allowed her to throw up her shield just before Katya’s new weapons finished charging, at which point each of them released a ray of bright red light. The beams converged on the golem in an instant and would have hit her head were it not for her shield.


    “Hahahaha!” laughed Katya in an arrogant manner. “How you like my latest prototype, suka? Stings, no?”


    They didn’t have any weight or impact to them, but the sustained attack made sparks fly freely as they slowly but surely cut their way through the Artifact-grade item. Rather than stand still and face this unknown attack head on, Fizzy immediately discharged her built up heat through Heat Exchange. The result smoke, steam and dust cloud gave her a tiny bit of cover that allowed her to make a dash for it. Katya’s machines didn’t fall for such a crude tactic and kept their sights aimed squarely on their target. Three of them even moved to sweep across her exposed lower body. They left bright red half-molten trenches in her mithril thighs before she could duck behind a pile of loose stones, likely refuse from the mining operations.


    Rather than continue trying to melt their way through the pile of rocks, the Knights stopped firing off their laser turrets and began to move. They split up in two groups and drove around the edges of the bowl-shaped cavern, likely trying to flank Fizzy and get a better shot at them. The golem wanted to return fire with her Magitech Cannon, but she had made the mistake of showing it off to the otherworlder. Although she didn’t know its exact capabilities and limitations, Katya was still able to gauge its effective range and would not allow her opponent’s attacks to reach her Knights.


    Realizing she was about to be cornered, the Paladin abandoned her cover and made a run for it. The Knights opened fire on her immediately, but they had trouble hitting her since the shaking of the vehicle while it was in motion was disturbing their aim. Which was probably why a few of them slammed on the brakes so they can get a better bead on their target.


    Fizzy couldn’t afford to get hit by those things. Her shield could withstand it thanks to its enchantments, but the rest of her was nowhere near as durable. She had never seen this sort of focused energy beam before, but she had already determined that being sliced neatly in half by it was a very real possibility.


    “I got you, boss!”


    Plus borrowed the use of Geomagnetic Grip to levitate the remains of Minus and Fizzy’s earlier rampage and form a shell around herself. Molten, shattered and heavily bent as they were, the ‘corpses’ of Katya’s Pawns were still forged out of steel. The debris was therefore quite useful in repelling her expanded arsenal. The only problem was that those beams were still cutting through the whirlwind of junk at an alarming rate.


    “Minus!”


    “W-what?”


    “Don’t just sit there and stare! Help me out! You take the left, I’ll handle the right!”


    “Right!”


    It was a bit awkward sharing the same Skill, but the cohesion between the two Parallels could not be underestimated. Even if they were different minds with their own opinions and quirks, their common roots could not be denied. It took barely a few seconds for them to reach a level of cooperation whereby they were completely blocking out Katya’s lasers with their improvised defenses. Luckily they were standing in a field of scrap, so there was plenty of raw material to use as replacement whenever their respective shells took damage.


    “Hey!” shouted Katya in an annoyed manner. “Those are not yours, suka blyat!”


    Fizzy knew it couldn’t last, though. Entrusting her defense to her alternate selves allowed her to gauge the situation, and the larger picture was not good. It wasn’t like the steel fragments lying around were infinite, and she wouldn’t be allowed anywhere near those things even if she were to charge at them. She hated to do it, but the Paladin decided it was best to fall back for now and formulate a different attack strategy.


    The question of where she could go was a difficult one, though. The sealed mining facility seemed like an obvious place, but it was a death trap. Katya’s Knights would just surround the place and keep her boxed in until she eventually succumbed to their beams. That was provided that the otherworlder didn’t outright detonate the place. Her penchant for self-destructive machinery was rather obnoxious, to say the least.


    Therefore, the only option left to Fizzy was to retreat back into the hole she had arrived at, where those bulky vehicles could not give chase. However, there was a good fifty meters between there and the edge of the robotic debris. Plus and Minus were just barely keeping up with the onslaught, but their defenses would crumble quite quickly without spare parts to commandeer. Which would mean that the golem’s back would be exposed for the last part of the dash, but it was still her best bet.


    She then spotted something out of the corner of her eye, something beyond the whirlwind of scrap and sparks surrounding her. It was a three-meter tall Rockfist Guardian that was in full sprint. It was headed right for a pair of Knights that were too busy shooting at the mithril golem to notice it in time. The stoneborn construct was thus able to plough right into the similarly-sized vehicles and used its freakishly long arms to flip both of them over, incapacitating them.


    “Yobanyye pidorasy!”


    Katya swore in her native language at full volume when she realized Fizzy was not as alone as she seemed, but the one that was surprised the most at this turn of events was the golem herself. She glanced back up at where she last left her guides and was shocked to see Kadam’s head poking out from behind cover. He threw her a wave, then turned his attention back to directing his rocky pet as it finished smashing up the two Knights. Kragiel then leapt out in front of him, placing a red kite shield with spikes sticking out of it between her brother’s head and the laser blast that was about to decapitate him.


    A second Rockfist Guardian rose out of the ground immediately in front of the two siblings and ran down to meet Fizzy halfway. The disposable soldier then used its thick body as mobile cover, making up for the fact that the golem’s floating scrap barrier was all but destroyed. It soon succumbed to the converging heat beams, but the Paladin was already in range of Kadam’s magic by that point. The Stonesinger made walls of stone leap out of the ground behind her, further blocking Katya’s new weapons. The Paladin was thus able to safely retreat back through the hole she came from, putting her in a position where the lasers could no longer reach her.


    The two stoneborn and the golem then retreated with all due haste, with Kadam collapsing the tunnel behind them as they went to make sure they weren’t being followed. It wasn’t until after a solid half hour of running that they allowed themselves to relax.


    “That damned monster!”


    Now that she was no longer in danger, Fizzy found herself with nothing better to do than to curse Katya’s name while punching the wall in frustration.


    “Where did those blasted weapons even come from?! She didn’t have anything like those when I was still over there!”


    “Huff! Huff! Don’t ask us,” said Kragiel while leaning on her knees and struggling to catch her breath. “That sort of thing was a first for us as well!”


    “They might be the death of us if we don’t inform the higher ups right away,” pointed out Kadam. “None of our conventional defenses can stand up to that sort of attack.”


    Bullets and bombs made primarily of metal were easy enough to repel with Stonesinger magic, but literal beams of scorching light? That would rip right through any sort of magical fortification that earth-attuned magic could create. Rock, stone and metal could not stand up to sustained heat of that degree. Even Kragiel’s Masterwork-quality fire-resistant shield had very nearly buckled under the strain. And that was just the prototype. The siblings shuddered to think the sort of destruction the finished, mass-produced version would inflict.


    “Look… Fizzy,” spoke up Kragiel after that brief moment of silence. “I want to thank you, and to apologize to you.”


    “Huh? What’s this about?”


    “If it wasn’t for the Paladin Job you gave me… I don’t think Kaddie would be alive right now.”


    The deadly forces unleashed by the Nemesis’s new weapon moved at the speed of light. The only way to intercept something like that was to already be in a position to block it before it had been fired. A feat that was only made possible through the Champion of Chaos Skill, which allowed the rookie Paladin to perceive the threat to her brother’s life moments before it happened. If not for that, then the chances of him still having a face were slim, to say the least.


    “This moron always sticks his head out where he shouldn’t,” she continued, “so as the older sister that always has to look after him, I am honestly grateful for what you have given me. I am also sorry to have doubted your words and intentions.”


    It was painfully obvious by this point that Fizzy and Katya were no longer allies, despite Kragiel believing otherwise pretty much the entire trip. It was a bittersweet pill for her to swallow, but she wasn’t above admitting her own faults.


    “… If you want to throw something worthless like gratitude around, then direct it towards Herman,” declared Fizzy. “Besides, don’t think you’ll be as grateful if I were to tell you how Katya developed those weapons.”


    “What are you talking about?” asked Kragiel with a puzzled look.


    “You just said you knew nothing about them, didn’t you?” chimed in her brother.


    “Well… how should I put this…”


    After a bit of internal conference, Plus had reminded Fizzy that Katya did indeed have that sort of technology at her disposal. Although the golem had only caught a glimpse of them, the assembly lines in Novyy Dragunov used tiny lasers to cut and weld the various components that made up her steel battalions. However, those were much smaller and weaker than the artillery pieces the Original Artificer had shown off today. Meaning that she definitely had the ability to supersize those tools into energy weapons, but she hadn’t done so over the last twenty years.


    So then, what was it that kept her from doing this sort of thing? The most obvious answer was power problems. Anything that could discharge that much heat and at such range would require massive amounts of energy, regardless of whether its origins were magical or scientific in nature. And easy access to energy was something that Katya always seemed to be short of. It was likely she was incapable of making a power source that was compact enough to move around, yet powerful enough to feed those beasts. It wasn’t all that far fetched an assumption when considering her specialization. She was an Automata Artificer first and foremost, so power management was, as the android herself had put it, outside her ‘field of eksperteez.’


    However, power management was precisely the sort of thing that Arclight Artificers excelled at, something that the Fizzlesprocket clan had proven time and time again. Like, for example, when they developed a type of alchemical circuit to better facilitate the transfer and amplification of electrical energy. It was something that would’ve definitely helped solve Katya’s issues, but was invented more than half a century after her disappearance. She would therefore have had no idea that such a method even existed.


    At least not until a certain visitor from the surface had demonstrated the revolutionary technique right in front of her.


    “Long story short, it may or may not have been almost entirely my fault.”


  




  Crusade 5


  

    “Ma’am! You’re still alive!”


    “Yeah. Somehow or another,” said Kragiel. “What I’m more concerned with is what in the ancestors’ bollocks are you idiots doing here!”


    The one that had called out to the stoneborn commander was one of her subordinates. He was an older-looking gentleman named Herman, who had ruby-like hair, beard, eyes and skull-buds. A magic user of some kind judging from the staff in his hand and the short metal wand on his belt. The group had run into Kragiel shortly after her ‘tactical retreat’ following the encounter with the Nemesis and her new weapons. Their meeting was a surprising coincidence, to say the least.


    “You were told to go back to base as soon as possible!”


    “Really?” said her subordinate while scratching his scalp and looking to his companions. “Did the Fang give us an order like that?”


    “I’m not too sure to be honest,” answered one of the others next to him. “I was a wee bit blacked out at the time.”


    “I seem to remember something about ‘finishing our mission,’ right?” chimed in a second.


    “And I’m pretty sure our mission statement was to return with minimal casualties,” added a third.


    “There’s no way we could do that without our Fang and our Dowser, though,” groaned the next.


    “So we decided that, for the sake of the mission, we’d come to pick you up,” declared the last one.


    Kragiel let out a tired sigh. She really should’ve expected this sort of insubordination, to be honest. Her brother may have been the only one who spoke out against her ‘self-sacrifice,’ but every last one of her unit felt the same way. She knew that, but didn’t think they’d be stupid enough to disregard a direct order. Even if clandestine operations and skirting protocol seemed to go hand-in-hand regardless of time and place, this was the first time they’d ever blatantly defied her orders.


    “How did you even find this place?” she asked after a while.


    The stoneborn were currently gathered in a camp she and her brother had erected in a small alcove, more of a hole-in-the-wall rather than a cave. It was a slightly more defendable position than the three-meter wide circular tunnel it was connected to. It also provided shelter from the foul-smelling draft that wafted it from further down the passage in question. The position was completely removed not only from the ruins of Cavewater, but also from the path that led to the Nemesis’s mining outpost. It wasn’t the sort of place that some half-baked Stonesinger could find.


    “We, uh, followed the pebble trail,” answered Herman. “The one that Kaddie- Ahem! That the Dowser left behind for us.”


    Kragiel was only partially familiar with the ‘pebble trail.’ She knew it was a trick that Stonesingers used to help each other navigate the ever-twisting passageways of the underground, but that was the extent of her knowledge. She’d never had to rely on something like that since her brother was a full-fledged Dowser with near-encyclopedic knowledge of the terrain. Granted, new tunnels appeared and old ones caved in all the time, but taking that stuff into account was also part of a Dowser’s duties.


    “That nosy bugger,” she mumbled disapprovingly. “I’ll need to give him a piece of my mind when he gets back. Maybe a punch or two as well!”


    “Uh, where is the Dowser, ma’am?”


    “… He’s currently showing our new friend to a den of magmites. As for me, I’m, uh, keeping an eye on our stuff, as it were.”


    There really wasn’t much to the siblings’ camp - just a couple of bedrolls and a pair of enchanted backpacks heavy with various supplies. Those things were highly flammable though, so Kadam left his excess gear here lest it be destroyed on their outing.


    “But why would the Dowser go to look for magmites?!” asked Herman insistently.


    The creatures in question were monsters with an outward appearance that could be summarized as ‘giant spiky lava turtles.’ They were incredibly docile as far as monsters went and only resorted to violence if threatened. Which, considering their tendency to spend the vast majority of their time swimming in flowing streams of magma, was an extremely rare occurrence. However, these monstrous turtles would not hesitate to retaliate should someone or something invade their personal space or attack them from afar.


    A magmite’s main and arguably only method of attack was to launch the numerous drill-shaped spikes adorning their magma-like shells at whatever they perceived as a threat. Not only were they stupidly sturdy, but the sheer speed and force with which they were launched made it possible for those spikes to pierce through pretty much anything. They would then explode violently, either shredding their target to bits from the inside out or pelting them in shrapnel.


    Admittedly this also meant that a magmite could no longer attack if they ran out of spikes, but it was extremely rare for anything to survive that long against them. Hence why the vast majority of the underground ecosystem’s residents were more than happy leave those things be. Even borewyrms were wary of approaching a magmite, though that was mostly due to the fact that they’d be swimming in lava without being fireproof. Even if it wasn’t for that, their gigantic bodies made it difficult to dodge the high-explosive projectiles which had the potential to pierce their scales.


    It was therefore highly illogical that a lone Stonesinger would willingly go out to butt heads with a group of magmites. An accurate assumption, all things considered.


    “It wasn’t Kaddie who was looking for those things,” revealed Kragiel. “It was Fizzy.”


    “… Fizzy?” blurted out Herman. “Wait, you said ‘friend,’ didn’t you? Do you mean that absurd mithril golem that handed our asses to us on a silver platter?”


    “Yup. Turns out she and the Nemesis really aren’t on friendly terms after all.”


    “You’re absolutely sure?” asked the man immediately behind Herman.


    “I saw it and heard it with my own eyes.”


    “But why would that thing go after magmites if it wasn’t working for the enemy?”


    Magmite hunters were hardly unheard of among the stoneborn. In fact, it was one of the most profitable occupations there was. Those craggy shells were highly sought after as crafting materials, especially the pointy bits that went boom. The main problem was that acquiring one that had all of its spikes attached was superbly difficult, even if the hunter were to survive their encounter with the magmites.


    As for how Katya factored into this, stoneborn intelligence had already determined that magmite spikes were a key ingredient in her gunpowder mixture.


    “I wouldn’t know, to be honest,” replied Kragiel with a shrug. “I gave up on trying to figure that looney bin days ago. Though if I had to guess, she felt frustrated for losing to the Nemesis and just wanted to take her frustrations out on something.”


    “…”


    A stupefied silence fell across the stoneborn. Never in their wildest dreams did they think that someone would go hunt magmites for sport. Then again, that same ‘someone’ had single handedly decimated a boreworm queen right in front of their eyes. Wrestling with magmites for shits and giggles seemed almost tame by comparison.


    The unit’s reunion was then rudely interrupted by the sound of heavy footsteps that were steadily growing closer. They echoed all around them, making it difficult to gauge which of the two directions they were coming from. The noises then picked up in frequency and severity, almost as if whoever or whatever was producing them had broken out into a run.


    “There! At the lower end of the tunnel!”


    It was then that they spotted it. A flickering ball of light coming in from the direction opposite the one Herman and his group had come from, and the one from which that foul stench wafted in from. As it got closer, it became readily apparent that it was that same mithril golem that accosted them several days ago. The glowing of her exposed power conduits as well as the arcs of electricity coming off her frame left no doubt as to who she was. And since the area around the stoneborn was lit up by lanterns, it should have been painfully obvious to the golem who her visitors were.


    Yet she didn’t slow down in the slightest. Frankly speaking, the alarming speed with which she was incoming made the entire group assume a crude battle formation on instinct. It wasn’t until she was practically within spitting distance that she slammed on the brakes, gouging out two deep trenches in the rocky floor as her inhuman feet ground her to a halt. She came to a stop just in front of the Warrior of the group, her wrench mere centimeters from his head. She stared at him with eyes positively sparking with violent intent for a few moments, though it felt like an eternity to the guy in question.


    “… What, so it’s just you sorry lot?” she said without even trying to hide her disappointment. “And here I thought I’d get to pummel me some new meatbags for a change.”


    She then stepped back as if all of her animosity from mere seconds ago was a joke. Relief washed over the man whose skull had very nearly been turned into graffiti. He fell to his knees due to all of the tension in his body suddenly being released, whereupon he started breathing heavily. It looked rather pathetic, though he took a small bit of pride in the fact that he didn’t soil himself. That had been, without a doubt, the single most terrifying moment of that man’s life.


    “Welcome back, Fizzy,” said Kragiel in a casual manner.


    She really didn’t need near-future sight to know that was about to happen, as she had a good grasp of the golem’s personality by now. Well, the main one, at least. She acted chaotic and out of control, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. Kragiel was convinced that somewhere beneath that ferocious facade lay a calculating mind that always kept itself focused on a singular goal. Each and every action that Fizzy took was made intentionally and purposefully for the sole sake of achieving her objectives. That mad dash just now was surely no different.


    “Yeah, whatever,” said the golem dismissively. “Damn meatbags, getting my hopes up.”


    Kragiel was, of course, dead wrong. In reality, Fizzy was itching to slaughter the unknown targets down to the last man, and she wasn’t riled up just because she had to abandon her bout with Katya. She didn’t mind that part at all, actually. Shamelessly running away to fight another day was common sense in the world of monsters. However, what really ground her gears was that the otherworlder had brazenly ripped off her designs and was showing off like she had come up with them herself. Granted, they weren’t originally Fizzy’s either as they were passed onto her by her father, but she had improved upon them using her unique perspective as a golem to the point where they could be called her own.


    Hence why beating on some fiery turtles was nowhere near enough to quell her anger. Kragiel’s companions would have probably been beaten into a pulp if Plus didn’t kindly remind her of who they were and that she made a deal to spare their lives.


    “Where’s Kaddie?” asked the female stoneborn.


    “He’s coming up behind me. He’s a bit slow since I asked him to do the heavy lifting.”


    Having been so focused on the sparkling golem, none of the people gathered realized that yes, their Dowser had indeed been following after Fizzy. Kadam himself was empty handed save for his staff, but the two Rockfist Guardians behind him were far from it. They were dragging along what appeared to be a total of four hollowed out lumps of magma, one in each hand. It soon became evident that what looked like rocks were actually magmite shells in near pristine condition, with a total of fifty spikes between them.


    “I see your hunt went well,” commented Kragiel as she and her brother waved at each other.


    “Yeah. You could say that. Turns out those magmarmites or whatever aren’t all that good against lightning.”


    She raised and opened her right hand, causing arcs of electricity to jump between her fingers. Her heat-based Magitech Cannon was quite useless against monsters who literally lived in magma flows, but Static Field was more than enough to take care of them. Admittedly she had to wade through chest-high lava to get to them, but it wasn’t like she was a stranger to dealing with absurdly high temperatures. She just had to make sure her ‘dips’ didn’t take more than twenty seconds or so at a time, lest she risk having her frame stripped away and taking permanent damage. Heat Exchange proved to be exceptionally useful here, as it was capable of dispersing all excess heat on her body, regardless of its origin.


    “I thought you just wanted to let off some steam,” remarked the rookie Paladin. “How come you came back with those things?”


    “I was just thinking - wasn’t that shield of yours was made from those shells? The one that blocked those beams?”


    “You mean this one? Rearm!”


    Kragiel brought the item in question out of her personal extra-dimensional armory. The bizarre kite shield she used to fend off Katya’s laser weapons appeared on her forearm in a flash of light. It definitely looked like crimson metal outwardly, but in reality it was made from a monster’s shell.


    “Yeah, that one,” confirmed the golem. “It seemed like it blocked the heat-based weapons quite well - almost a good as mine, actually. So then, wouldn’t fully body armor made from that stuff mean I wouldn’t have to dodge them.”


    “I… don’t know if that would work. I mean, just look at this.”


    The stoneborn dragged her finger across the shield’s surface, tracing the marks left behind by the otherworlder’s attacks.


    “Those things are powerful enough to overcome even this thing’s absurd fire resistance,” she added. “They’ll definitely punch through the stuff if given enough time.”


    “Maybe, but it’s better than risking my shiny metal ass directly. So can your people fashion me the extra protection I need?”


    “Well, it’s not impossible. There’s certainly enough raw material for it.”


    That was an understatement considering the shells in question were already big enough to let two stoneborn crawl inside one of them. In actuality, once properly processed, it was more than enough to make twenty sets of armor just from those four. Such a thing was only made possible due to the outstanding condition of each shell, as every millimeter of them looked to be usable.


    “Might even get the entire squad kitted out…” said Kragiel thoughtfully.


    “That might be wise,” agreed Fizzy. “Honestly, I don’t fancy my chances of going up against those prototypes or whatever alone, so I’ll take all the help I can get.”


    “Hey, I never said I was going to throw them in after you.”


    “Come off it. We both know you won’t let this chance slip away.”


    “Yeah, I suppose you got me there. Well, I can’t speak for the others, but me and Kaddie definitely have your back.”


    “Oy!” shouted her brother as he got closer. “Stop volunteering me for stuff you daft slag!”


    “Uh… ma’am?” butted in Herman. “What are you all talking about?”


    “I’ll explain on the way,” declared Kragiel. “You lot just get ready to travel! We’re going to swing by Cavewater to pick up the rest of you and then we’re headed back to the capital! We’re moving triple-haste, so you better not fall behind!”


  




  Crusade 6


  

    The stoneborn commander filled in the rest of her squad regarding the Nemesis’s new weapon and Fizzy’s involvement in the whole thing while they traveled. Hearing about the golem’s Jobs was perhaps the hardest part. Her being a Paladin to a foreign god as well as an Artificer like the Nemesis herself had given the group a lot to think about. In the end, this bunch were more akin to a family than just a bunch of soldiers, so they were able to rally behind Kragiel and support her decisions. The fact that she had become a Paladin herself - something that had been normally reserved for just the noble caste - was quite inspiring to them, though none of them dared ask Fizzy to teach them as well.


    After another two days of moving at high speeds, the group reunited with the rest of the covert unit in the old city ruins where they first met Fizzy. Kragiel brought them up to speed as well, though this lot seemed a lot more uneasy about the whole thing than the ones that had went out to look for her. Fearing a divide in opinion might form, the Fang of the group headbutted each of the ‘unbelievers,’ though this wasn’t an act of violence.


    By pressing the gem-like skull-buds on their foreheads together, stoneborn could share memories and thoughts. When done properly - which was to say between individuals of the same race - this act did more than transfer fragmented images and sounds. It allowed each of Kragiel’s subordinates to experience the events of the last several days as vividly as she had. They were shown definite proof that the elders and the nobles were lying to them about the gods. Not to mention the Nemesis and her terrifying new weapons. Swift action needed to be taken if they hoped to head off this new threat, and hesitation in this matter could lead to their doom.


    It would probably take them a while for the full extent of the situation to sink in, but the Fang was confident her men would make the right decision when the time came. Until then, their commanding officer went to inspect the results of the men’s hard work. Unlike a certain six that defied her others, the ones that remained behind had fulfilled their orders and dug up the items they originally came here to get. Eager to see what all the fuss was about, Kragiel ordered them to show her the goods. The loot in question was laid out on a cleaned up section of the ground, whereupon she began inspecting each of the thirty seven items they had recovered.


    “Hmm, so these baubles are why you came out here for, huh?” asked Fizzy as she looked over the stoneborn’s shoulder. “Quite the haul, isn’t it?”


    The golem had already been told about the relic-hunting mission the meatbags were on, so she too was quite curious about what they had unearthed. Mostly because it might help further her own goals.


    “Mind if I give them a quick look?” she asked.


    “It’s not like I can stop you anyway,” said Kragiel with a sigh. “Just please don’t break anything.”


    Fizzy picked through the various weapons, armors, jewelry and other various trinkets, carefully studying each one. Granted, she could only give an informed opinion about the metal ones, but even that told her more than enough.


    “Disappointing,” she said with a sigh as she put down a dusty longsword. The stoneborn around her were naturally not happy to hear that.


    “What’d you mean?” asked Kadam.


    “This gear, you say this is top of the line stuff?”


    “Well, yeah. These came from the number one guild’s safe house, so there’s no way they’d be terrible,” he insisted.


    “No, they’re not terrible. They’re just… mediocre.”


    Frankly speaking this stuff was only slightly better than the standard equipment the human-dominated Lodrak Empire supplied its soldiers with. It was a decent level of quality, but nowhere near what the ‘best adventurer guild’ should have had in its coffers. It would appear that both smithing and enchanting were far more advanced on the surface than they were in this isolated hole.


    Well, either that, or this stuff did not actually belong to whoever Kragiel and Kadam were told it belonged to.


    The golem was about to give up on the ‘treasures’ halfway through the pile when something at the end of it caught her attention. She rudely shoved the siblings out of her way and bent over three pieces of steel armor that were obviously part of the same set. A heavy-duty helmet with half its faceplate torn off, a cuirass of a simple but functional design, and a right-handed gauntlet that seemed oddly familiar. She stretched out a hand to touch the items with her Metallopathy, but froze almost immediately afterwards. Just being in close proximity to these things had confirmed her suspicions, so she decided to leave them be for the time being.


    Fizzy held her tongue until the stoneborn expedition had finished their preparations and set off back to their home base. She escorted them like before, except that this time she walked at the front of the group along with Kragiel and Kadam rather than bringing up the rear. The reason she did so was simple - she had questions she wanted answered as discreetly as possible.


    “Hey, elder meatbag.”


    “I wish you’d stop calling me that,” she groaned in response.


    “And I wish I was polished by Boxxy instead of slogging through this shithole, but you don’t see me complaining. Anyway, I want to talk to you about those items your people dug up. Specifically the three pieces of cursed equipment they had set apart.”


    “… Why?”


    “Call it a… personal interest.”


    The gauntlet she had seen earlier was a perfect match for the Left Hand of the Forsaken Sentinel now permanently attached to her arm. Admittedly the item had gone through a few transformations since coming into her possession, but the original article was very clearly part of the same pair. She based this assertion on far more than looks, however. Fizzy could swear she felt her shielded hand calling out to its lost brethren, almost as if it was begging her to pick them up. To save them and help them find purpose rather than lay forgotten in some pompous god’s coffers.


    It seemed crazy, but she had quite literally become one with the curse inhabiting her shield. There was no doubt in her mind that this sensation was as real as it got.


    Too bad! she yelled inwardly while tightening her left fist as if to show it who’s boss. Sorry little guy, but there is no way I am putting any of those on.


    It wasn’t like she couldn’t. She just didn’t want to.


    “Yeah,” agreed Plus. “They’d totally cramp our style.”


    “I also highly doubt their curses will be as… beneficial as the first one’s was,” pointed out Minus.


    Kadam looked questioningly at his commanding officer, who nodded in response.


    “Tell her everything you can. Now’s not the time to be hiding secrets.”


    “Aye, ma’am,” he responded with a salute. “So. Miss Fizzy. What would you like to know about them?”


    “As much as you can tell me.”


    “Ah. Well, that doesn’t amount to much, to be honest,” said the stoneborn with an apologetic tone. “The only thing I know with absolute certainty is that my bosses have several pieces of the set, and that they all bear a curse of their own. The rest is just hearsay and rumors for the most part.”


    “I don’t care. I want to hear it all.”


    “Understood. Well then, I’ve not seen them for myself, but I’ve heard they’re relics from before the Plague Wars. Er, that’s what we call the undead incursion that threatened my people some two centuries ago.”


    “Undead? Huh. Come to think of it, they’re surprisingly absent.”


    Things like walking corpses and talking skeletons were rather commonplace around battlefields. Yet there were was not a single trace of them, despite this war going on for two decades already.


    “Aye. You don’t see them around anymore, but back then they drove my people to the brink,” continued Kadam. “We were only able to halt their advance thanks to the sages that came up with the Plagueward Totem, a charm made from combining Stonesinger and holy magic. It can sap the Blight from an enormous area in a matter of days, which allowed us to push back against the undead menace.”


    The Blight empowered the undead and the undead spread the Blight. The two were inseparable, but they were also dependent on each other. If the unholy disease could be purged from the soil, water and air, then the monsters that relied on it would grow noticeably weaker. In fact, the weakest of them might have fallen over and expired on their own if those totems were powerful enough.


    “We won and all, but it’s said our people never truly recovered from the devastation,” added Kadam with a heavy note.


    Now it was starting to make sense to Fizzy how come these stoneborn seemed to be so ‘behind’ compared to the rest of the world. Still, she had to commend their resilience. First the tireless, disease-ridden undead, then the Original Artificer and her mechanical hordes. Not many nations could have endured after suffering crisis after crisis like that.


    “What about these Plagueward Totems you mentioned? Are they what you use to fight back against Kat- the Nemesis’s poison?” she asked.


    “Yup,” answered Kadam with a nod. “However, that stuff is deadlier and more stubborn than the undead plague, hence why we call it Mega-Blight. Unofficially, at least.”


    “So it shares some similarities with the Blight? Hmm… No, nevermind that. How does an undead invasion factor into the cursed items?”


    “Ah, that. I forgot to mention, but the reason why we call that turbulent time the Plague Wars is because those things had a master. There are no records of sightings or anything, but there’s no other way to explain the undead’s movements. They had tactics, strategies, formations - not things you’d ever expect a bunch of rotting corpses to do without some higher power guiding them. It wasn’t an infestation, it was an invasion.”


    “… What became of this supposed undead general?”


    “Nobody knows. He disappeared just as suddenly as he arrived. The history books claim he realized his defeat was inevitable when we started rolling out the Plagueward Totems and ran away to save his own hide, leaving his forces to be wiped out. Then again, the truths you’ve shown us has made me doubt how much our history is true and how much of it has been made up or twisted to suit the needs of those in power.”


    “I see.”


    Truthfully speaking, Fizzy had already heard of undead that were adept at war. She had no way of confirming it, but this story made it seem like the Boneshaper that wiped out the continent of Percepeia had his ‘debut fight’ right here, deep beneath the surface. The experience the undead overlord gained from this failed campaign was likely instrumental during his conquest of the land of the giants. As for the reason he was down here in the first place, she had a gut feeling it had something to do with that Realmstone. Items of obscure yet terrible power always seemed to draw in megalomaniacs like moths to a flame.


    “That was informative and all, but it didn’t answer my question,” noted the golem.


    “Well, you were the one that asked so I just… You know what, nevermind,” said Kadam with a nervous chuckle. “What I was getting at was that although we never saw the leader, the undead still had champions. Individuals of great power that acted as field commanders. One of those was a death knight clad head to toe in powerful armor that wielded a massive axe. We believe he was once a stoneborn warrior of considerable prowess whose corpse was reanimated and made to fight his own people. He was eventually defeated and purified, and those armaments are what he left behind, though they have been scattered to the far corners of the realm since then.”


    “Oh, so that’s how it was. No wonder they’re all cursed.”


    Undeath and malignant magic seemed to go hand in hand, so it made sense that gear once belonging to a powerful death knight would be tainted. However, how one of those ended up in Goroth’s dungeon was a mystery that only the God of Earth himself could answer. At the very least Fizzy was able to learn more about the origins of her ‘gift,’ so she wasn’t going to complain.


    In fact, she was a bit glad the Left Hand of the Forsaken Sentinel didn’t belong to a human like she originally assumed. She could hardly be blamed for thinking so considering she, Boxxy and the others discovered it on Empire territory. True, the dungeon that spewed it out belonged to Goroth, but the cursed Artifact was far too large for any dwarf or gnome to use without the Well Fitted enchantment. Thinking back on it now, she realized that the item would have easily fit onto a stoneborn’s disproportionately large hands without any magical assistance.


    Fizzy continued asking Kadam and Kragiel regarding the pieces of the Forsaken Sentinel set, more specifically about their original owner. Unfortunately, neither of them was able to provide any particularly useful information. As formidable as he was, that death knight of old appeared to be just another footnote in the annals of history, so much about him remained buried in mystery. The only further thing of value they offered was that the power of each individual piece of armor varied greatly, both in terms of toughness and the potency of the magic it bore. Which, given the average level of items those three pieces were found with, suggested that Fizzy had gotten one of, if not the most powerful piece of the set.


    The group continued on their way at a rapid pace without much issue. This was mostly due to the dynamo golem’s protection, which they rapidly grew to appreciate. Of particular note was an incident where a migrating colony of shardling ants suddenly burst out of the wall with their enormous queen at the helm. They took one good look at Fizzy, felt her Hunter of Shardling title, meekly turned around and quietly went back the way they came. Or at least they would have, if the golem didn’t chase after them while screaming ‘Come back here and become XP!’ at full volume. Her recent magmite hunt had put her War Golem Job at Level 9, so she had understandably been quite eager to unlock the next Skill in the series.


    All things said and done, it had taken roughly five and a half surface days since Fizzy had her run-in with Katya before they entered stoneborn territory. Or at least that’s what Kadam had said. Strictly speaking, the shiny Paladin found it nigh-impossible to tell any of those damned caves, tunnels, and passages apart. It was partly her guides’ fault too, as the unit didn’t make contact with any border fortresses, checkpoints or fortified encampments. Kragiel’s mission had been on a strictly need-to-know basis, so she and her unit skirted all contact with the rest of their people as they headed straight for the stoneborn capital of Deephollow.


    Given that Cavewater was a city built on the shores of an underground lake in the middle of a huge cave, Fizzy had already determined that her hosts had a very unimaginative naming sense. Therefore, she expected a place like ‘Deephollow’ to basically be a hollowed out mountain. The memories she ‘inherited’ from that stoneborn prisoner called Rotadin suggested as much as well. Therefore, she was by no means surprised when she finally saw the place with her own eyes. It was a sprawling, tiered city with three concentric inner walls and a massive castle built upon the highest point, right in the middle of it. So far, it was everything she had expected.


    What she didn’t foresee, however, was the presence of something absurd that lay embedded in the ceiling far above Deephollow. It looked like a massive lens, easily large enough to crush the settlement underneath if it were to fall. The perfectly smooth crystal gave off a constant yellow light bright enough to light up the entire cavern almost like an artificial sun. After staring at it for a while, Fizzy realized she had been mistaken. That thing wasn’t a lens, but the bottom end of a sphere. One that, assuming that it was perfectly round, must have had a diameter of at least two kilometers.


    “Is that… the Realmstone?” she muttered.


    “What gave it away?” asked Kragiel, though the golem did not respond to her sarcasm.


    “Rather than a stone… isn’t it just a giant dungeon core?”


    Granted, the sheer scale of it was overwhelming, but looking at it from afar made it impossible for Fizzy not to liken it to one of those things. Anyone who had seen a dungeon core before would have probably made the same sort of conclusion. Katya, for instance, had her own dungeon in the shape of Lednik Dva, also known as the Vault Beneath the Mountain. Even if she was an otherworlder, there was no way she’d miss the very obvious visual likenesses. It suddenly made sense to Fizzy why she was as obsessed with this thing as she was. A power source this massive would probably be able satisfy her energy needs for millennia to come and then some.


    “A what?” asked Kadam.


    Though it would appear the people living literally under it had no idea what it was that loomed over them. Either that or the golem was just making wild assumptions and taking them as truth before confirming the facts.


    “… Nevermind. What happens now?” asked the golem, not willing to open this particular can of worms right then and there.


    “Now we smuggle you into the city so you can meet with my superiors,” answered Kragiel. “Kadam here will create a hollowed-out Guardian you can hide inside and-”


    “Rejected.”


    “… Pardon?”


    “I’m not going to let your meatbag politics cover me up,” said the golem as she set off towards the city in the distance.


    “What are you talking about?!” shouted Kragiel as she ran to catch up with her. “You’ll cause an uproar!”


    “Exactly! I’m going to make it impossible for those shitty nobles I keep hearing about to ignore me.”


    “But what if the guards see as a threat and attack you!?”


    “Then the Deephollow security force will have some new vacancies!”


    Kragiel rushed out in front of her and spread her hands out as if trying to stop a soon-to-be runaway train before it had left the station.


    “You can’t just brazenly attack the city and-!”


    “I can and I will!” shouted Fizzy with enough force behind her voice to make the stoneborn shiver. “Did you forget that I am a Champion of Chaos?! It is my holy duty to walk up to the status quo and kick it in the balls! And those stuck up morons in there? The ones that are so desperate to preserve their high status and opulent lifestyle that they’d mislead and stagnate their people even in the face of total annihilation? They’re as much Melvin’s enemy as Katya is mine! So you can either help me, let me be, or get trampled beneath my heels, but you’re crazier than I am if you think you can stop me!”


    Every one of the golem’s words weighed heavily on Kragiel. Even Kadam and the rest of the unit found it hard to object to Fizzy’s intentions. Frankly speaking, the fact that it took a sudden shift in the Nemesis’s strategy for the nobility to cough up the location of that cache of relic did not sit right with any of them. And even then it was probably just for their own personal protection or some other selfish goal. Why else would the unit be ordered to hide the nature of their mission from the general populace?


    So that those in power can save face and wallow in luxury while the lower castes throw their lives away in the war, that was why.


    “Which will it be, Kragiel of clan Sterner?!” insisted Fizzy. “Do you want to keep living like a frog at the bottom of a well, or will you make some freaking waves with me?!”


    The female officer looked at the golem, then at her men’s faces, then over her shoulder at the city in the distance. Maybe it was her new faith talking. Maybe she was just getting swept away by Fizzy’s unwavering attitude. Or maybe it was that nagging little voice that she had been told to suppress ever since she was a kid. Its source didn’t really matter though, as the answer to the senior Paladin’s question had already been on Kragiel’s lips before the golem was even done speaking.


    “… When you say ‘kick them in the balls,’ how hard are we talking?” she asked in a low voice.


    “They’ll be able to taste their own unborn children,” replied Fizzy.


    “Men!” she called out with a smile. “Raise your heads and walk proudly, for today we welcome change into our fair city!”


    It was a command that was questionable at best, treasonous at worst.


    “Ooorah!”


    Yet none of those gathered there questioned it even for a second as they raised their arms and voices at once.


  




  Crusade 7


  

    The stoneborn manning Deephollow’s front gate were bored out of their minds per usual. It was frankly impressive how little this particular bunch had to do, despite the seemingly unceasing war going on. Then again, the fact that the area around the capital was so peaceful was probably a good thing. It might have even given the people hope that they might one day rid themselves of that mechanical menace. Unfortunately, they had gotten no evidence to suggest that was possible over the last two decades, leaving them muddling through the everyday grind with a sort of grim acceptance.


    All of that would change today.


    It started, as most things do, with something seemingly inconsequential. A lone guard yawned heavily as he looked idly upwards. The Realmstone hung heavily above him, shining its warm light onto the city same as it did all day every day. The guard looked at it lazily, idly wondering when would be the next time he’d get to try his wife’s kraken-cakes as he waited for his shift to end.. There really wasn’t much else for him to do atop the gatehouse but laze around.


    The unflinching light he had become so accustomed to seemed to flicker for a moment. The guard blinked several times and rubbed his eyes, but the Realmstone’s glow remained as constant as ever. Wondering if he was just imagining things, he looked towards his colleague, who had the same puzzled expression upon his face that he did. The two stared at each other, the unasked question weighing heavily in the air.


    Just then, they started hearing singing. It was an upbeat, silly song about muffins, accompanied by a strangely rhythmic thumping as it drew closer. The two guards scrambled to the edge of the gatehouse and looked down from the ramparts. They noticed a procession of fourteen figures that moved in two columns. A pair of Rockfist Guardians flanked them on either side for a total of four, with each stone construct carrying an impressive looking magmite shell as high above its head as possible.


    “It’s adventurers!” shouted one of the lookouts. “They’re returning from a successful magmite hunt!”


    This caused quite a stir among the guards since, to the best of their knowledge, there were no adventurers that left the city recently. Or at least, not the kind that could kill four magmites so cleanly in one outing. They hadn’t even heard of such a thing. Therefore, they naturally lined up in front of the heavy gate to intercept the singing procession. Their dozen-plus-two visitors came to a stop several meters away while toning down the vocal performance. Two of them - a man and a woman with diamond skull-buds - then stepped forward and saluted their welcoming party by slamming their right fist against their left breast twice.


    “Hail, travelers,” said one of the guards while returning the gesture. “Who are you and what brings you here.”


    “Hail, defenders of Deephollow. I am Kragiel of clan Sterner,” said the woman.


    “And I am Kadam of clan Sterner,” added her brother.


    “So you’re the Sterner siblings, hmm?” said the official while rubbing his chin and eyeing their trophies. “I’ve heard good things, but I never thought you’d be capable of this.”


    “We just got lucky is all,” said Kragiel with a shrug and a smile.


    “Hah!” laughed the guard. “Luck, is it?”


    “Yeah. Like you wouldn’t believe.”


    “So what’s the purpose of your coming here, then?”


    “We wish to meet with the senate. Both to present them with these trophies, as well as to relay news of the Nemesis’s activities.”


    The somewhat jovial mood immediately turned serious the instant Kragiel mentioned the stoneborn’s hated enemy. That wasn’t why the guards at the gate were none too amused with her stated intentions, though.


    “Nobody meets with the senate so simply, girl,” said the official coldly. “Especially not lowborn grunts like you and me. You should know this.”


    “Oh, I have a feeling they’ll be begging to see me soon enough. You see, I have someone with me that they cannot possibly ignore.”


    There was a sound of heavy, metal footprints as Fizzy moved up from the middle of the procession and walked towards the guards. The guards looked stupidly at the mithril golem as her impeccable frame glistened in the Realmstone’s light. Her visage was so radiant, so unbearably shiny, that a few of them had to squint in order to avoid being blinded by it.


    “Yo. How you doing, meatbags?” she asked with a wave of her hand.


    “Allow me to introduce Fizzy of clan Rustblood,” said Kragiel while presenting her. “In the short time that I’ve met her, she has single handedly defeated a borewyrm queen, routed a magmite den and exterminated an entire colony of shardling burrowers. Her assistance will be crucial in our effort against the Nemesis, as she holds intricate knowledge of the enemy’s strategies, inner workings, and weak points.”


    The official was understandably flabbergasted. Not because of the outrageous story or anything. He hadn’t even processed that bit yet.


    “Talking… mithril… golem…”


    He was still hung up on the shiny woman that was so casually smiling at him.


    “Uh… miss Kragiel, was it?” butted in one of his subordinates. “You do realize how ridiculous this all seems.”


    “Oh, I know full well how crazy it sounds,” she answered while glaring at the side of Fizzy’s head. “I know so well it bloody hurts. At the same time, this is what our friend here requested, so I can’t really do much about that. I am willing to swap memories if that will convince you.”


    “I think I’ll pass on that, miss,” answered the guard nervously.


    Frankly speaking, he didn’t want to risk doing that with a potential lunatic. Simply put, this stuff was far above his pay grade. Which was why he walked closer to his malfunctioning superior, elbowed him in the ribs, and whispered in his ear.


    “You gonna take this or what?”


    The man in question seemed to break out of his stupor and coughed a few times in a futile attempt to wash away the awkward atmosphere.


    “Right! Yes, of course. Follow me, please.”


    He led Kragiel inside the gatehouse through a small side door. The remaining guards kept nervously looking over their visitors, who were still humming that muffin tune under their breaths. The one that was the loudest and most stared at was, of course, Fizzy herself. This carried on for a few more minutes before their overseer came back, though his facial expression was weird and difficult to pin down. It was a sort of tired smile that had given up on life and its absurdities, yet shocked and disgusted at the same time.


    “Op- Open the gates,” he said weakly. “I said open the gates and let them through!” he repeated with a bit of force.


    Having not much of a choice in the matter, the gathered security force went about the business of raising the massive portcullis while Kragiel rejoined the formation next to Fizzy and Kadam. The guards gave the procession ample room to pass through unhindered, though one of them walked up to and stood before the guest of honor.


    “Excuse me, miss Fizzy?” he spoke in a somewhat confused tone.


    “Yeah?”


    “What’s that thing in your hand there?”


    “Oh, you mean this?” she asked while raising the Iron Teeth into the air. “Just a little something I picked up during my travels. Why?”


    “Well, it looks like one of the Nemesis’s machines. I’m afraid I can’t let you bring that into the city.”


    “It’s alright, my lad,” butted in Kragiel. “I assure you that thing is no more dangerous than a common mace.”


    “Just the same, ma’am. No suspicious machinery allowed. I’ll have to confiscate it.”


    Fizzy’s calm smile widened until it turned into a mad, toothy grin. She raised spread her arms out, allowing her wrench to float ominously between her and the poor sod just doing his job.


    “Go ahead,” she said while arcs of electricity crackled between the orbs on her head. “Take it from me!”


    The well-meaning guard looked towards his superior officer, who just frantically shook his head with a panicked grimace on his face.


    “N-nevermind, ma’am! Go right ahead!”


    “Much obliged, meatbag!”


    Fizzy snagged the wrench out of the air and proceeded into the city proper while marching at the head of the procession.


    “What’d you do to the guy in there?” whispered Kadam to his sister.


    “Nothing much. I just showed him what Fizzy did to that borewyrm. He was very understanding from that point onward.”


    “Oh yeah. Those guys are all just for decoration after all.”


    In all the excitement of the past few days, Kadam had forgotten how worthless the guards actually were. Anyone with any actual fighting ability would already be doing something useful rather than lazing about the capital like they did. The only thing this sorry lot was good for was chasing pickpockets or breaking up drunken brawls. It wasn’t like they were completely useless, but they were pushovers in the grand scheme of things. There was no way people like them would have the courage to stand up to that mithril killing machine.


    As for Kragiel, she was far more worried about the civilians’ response. Granted, news of the Nemesis’s white enforcer hadn’t spread among the general populace, but she wondered whether Fizzy’s intimidating appearance would cause a riot anyway. It was, from her point of view, a very valid concern. However, she had neglected to take something very important into account.


    A military officer used to executing clandestine operations using questionable methods had a very different perspective from the average citizen.


    The crowd that gathered to view the impromptu procession as they traveled through the city’s main street were not at all frightened or scared. If anything, the silly song that the visitors were singing upon Fizzy’s insistence had turned the mood surprisingly festive. The men and women decked out in nearly identical gear and the four Rockfist Guardians carrying magmite shells around seemed like some kind of parade. The people of the capital had very little festivities to look forward to normally, so they naturally responded positively to this wondrous display.


    The most impressive one was Fizzy herself, however. She strode proudly at the front of the pack, waving and shouting excitedly at the people around her. At one point she threw up a bunch of steel shards in the air around her, using her magnetic Skills to levitate them and arrange them into various combinations. She than ran high voltage electricity through them, causing the arcs of blue lightning to draw various shapes as they jumped between the metal pieces. She was even able to use the sounds they produced to hammer out a rough beat in tune with the unceasing muffin-man song.


    Kragiel almost hated to admit it, but that golem’s skills at showing off were first rate. Her attitude was so infectious that even her men started showing off their various Spells. Plumes of bright flame and shards of glimmering ice flew into the air. With so much of the population being forced to take up the Stonesinger Job, the civilians were genuinely delighted at the rare display of flashy magic. Even the guards were getting into it and began clearing the way to allow Fizzy’s group to proceed unhindered while grinning under their helmets. The suddenly festive atmosphere had made them assume this spectacle was something their superiors had organized rather than some sort of coup attempt.


    That was why the circus-like procession was allowed to travel mostly unhindered as they moved further and further into the city. They went as far as the innermost part of it, commonly referred to as the Castle District, in the middle of which stood the royal palace itself. The ‘parade’ was naturally barred from entering the palace grounds, though. Their route had been blocked by two rows of stoneborn who were armed with spears and shields and wore armor far more ornate than the ones at the gate.


    Having found themselves sandwiched between the palace’s unflinching guards in front and the cheering crowd at their back, the procession had no choice but to come to a halt. A silence steadily descended upon the scene, as everybody was starting to realize they were just sort of going along with the flow and didn’t have any idea what was actually happening. Even Kragiel and her men were confused in that aspect.


    It was at this point where Fizzy stepped forward and saluted the guards as per stoneborn tradition. Her right fist banged against the left side of her chest, producing a clear, almost bell-like sound. All eyes immediately fell upon her, and she used this opportunity to begin the customary lip service.


    “Brave and noble people of Deephollow!” she shouted. “I am one known as Fizzy Rustblood! You do not know who I am, and I do not yet know you. However! I know of the pestilence you face! Of the ruthless aggressor who has plagued your people and slain your friends and family for almost two decades! But rejoice, for salvation is at hand!”


    The golem raised her wrench high into the air and activated her Divine Wrath Skill. The damage and magic boosting effect of it was rather meaningless in this context, but that wasn’t what she was after. It was the golden halo that formed above her head and the aura of holy energy that wrapped itself around her weapon that she was trying to show off. And they had the intended effect, judging by how a sea of gasps rose around her.


    “I stand before you today with God at my side, and He has decreed that this abomination will not be allowed to flourish any longer! That is why He has sent me here in your hour of need, and I intend to carry out His divine will without fail! I hereby swear as a Paladin of the Order of the Gilded Chest that I shall not rest until the Nemesis has been stamped out like the heretical wretch that she is!


    Fizzy turned her attention away from the crowd that was eating out of the palm of her hand, and pointed her weapon towards the castle above the stunned line of guards.


    “However! As formidable as I am, I cannot hope to best that vile fiend by myself! This is why I must beseech you, wise nobles of the stoneborn! Join me! Not in a desperate struggle for survival, but for a righteous crusade to reclaim all that your people have lost!”


    It was at that point that the Realmstone far above this farce flickered once more, drawing everyone’s gazes upward. The massive crystal orb’s light pulsated steadily for several seconds, waxing and waning steadily like a breathing chest or a beating heart. It then shone brightly - brighter than it ever had in the last twenty years - and let out a pillar of serene, white light that fell on Fizzy like a spotlight.


    The tension in the air was so thick that one could almost choke on it. Even Kragiel and Kadam who were supposedly in on the golem’s intentions were taken aback by this sudden development. As for the one right smack in the middle of all this, she fell down to her knees, gazed up at the Realmstone and threw her arms out. The white light that poured down upon her bounced off her impeccably shiny frame and danced across the surroundings with her every move. It was almost as if she was sharing it with everyone gathered there.


    What followed was a thunderous cheer as the people celebrated what was undoubtedly a sign from the divines. Cries of ‘All hail Fizzy!’ and ‘God has not forsaken us!’ could be heard sporadically throughout the crowd. Given the extreme atmosphere, it was only inevitable that the mithril golem be escorted into the castle by the palace guards. Anything less than that and they risked a genuine riot on their hands. She was even able to bring along Kragiel to serve as an intermediary.


    The interior of the royal palace was nowhere near as opulent as either of them expected, however. The walls, floors and ceilings were all bare, devoid of any paintings, statues, carpets, chandeliers or any other sort of decoration. Even the stoneborn officer was shocked at how depressingly empty the halls they were led through were. This was the first time she had seen the inside of the castle, so her reaction to this desolate and depressing building was only to be expected. It almost made her forget about what had just transpired outside.


    Almost being the operative word there.


    “F-Fizzy?” she asked quietly, wary of the guard that was leading them. “What happened back there?”


    “Dunno,” responded the golem. “It was kind of weird, even by my standards.”


    She honestly didn’t know what to make of that light show, but she wasn’t about to complain since it helped bamboozle her way in here. She wasn’t too worried about it, either. Fizzy had a feeling she was about to find out exactly what was going on around here, one way or another.


    “Yeah. ‘Weird’ is one way to put it I suppose,” groaned Kragiel.


    Frankly speaking, her stoneborn common sense had already been murdered by this absurd creature in front of her, so she had very little intention of questioning things. She would just roll with the punches as best she could, much like her fellow Paladin had done so before they came in here.


    The pair was escorted into a large, circular chamber. The tall walls were lined with a total of fifteen small balconies, although only six of them had people standing in them. There was a hole in the ceiling, through which the Realmstone’s still fluctuating light shone through. It fell upon the marble floor, illuminating a withered carving of some kind. As for the purpose of this room, that was made evident by the empty stone throne that lay on the opposite side of it and the golden crown that rested upon it.


    Which wasn’t to say that there wasn’t anyone in charge, however. Fizzy had heard from Kragiel that, although greatly diminished, the senate still had a central figure. The man in question was an elder stoneborn, his eyes and skull-buds an onyx black, though his dark hair and dignified beard had streaks of gray running through it. He was seated on a smaller, far less impressive throne about two meters to the right of the royal one. In fact, it was more akin to a simple chair one would find in a commoner’s household than any grandiose seat of power. As for the man that was seated upon it, his plain clothing made him look like a common shoe cobbler, even though his identity was almost the opposite of that.


    “You must be the steward,” called out the golem. “Magrik, right?”


    “Indeed I am, usurper,” he answered in a shaky voice without any semblance of life or vigor.


    “Good. I have several complaints I would like to make.”


    The golem stepped forward, her heavy footsteps echoing through the nearly abandoned castle.


    “I see. You have come to laugh at us,” spoke Magrik with a sort of defeated tone.


    “Laugh? No, not really.”


    “Oh? Then why have you so brazenly forced yourself in here, usurper? Is it not to mock us and cast us out as you claim this rotting carcass of a nation for your own?”


    “Nah, nothing as grand as that. I was just thinking that my boot and your groin had an appointment. After that, we’ll see where the wind takes us.”


    “Heh. Heheheh. You are queer one, usurper.”


    “Why do you keep calling me that?”


    “Because that is what you are!” screamed one of the nobles from his private balcony.


    “Calm yourself, Borg,” insisted the steward.


    “I will not! I will not have this outsider, this- this- this pretender insult all that we have sacrificed so openly! I may not have much left to my clan’s name, but I will not have her sully my ancestor’s honor!”


    “Okay. Time out,” said Fizzy. “The empty castle, the defeatist attitude, that light out there - it doesn’t add up. What in Patrick’s name is going on around here?”


    “… In truth, the noble caste are nowhere near as well off as we make our subjects believe we are.”


    The one to speak up wasn’t Borg or Magrik, but one of the other nobles upon the balconies. It was a female stoneborn with amethyst skull-buds.


    “Our resources, our coffers, our troops, even our own sons and daughters - we have given all of those towards the war effort,” she continued. “All we have left by now are pointlessly big houses that are too expensive to even clean. I’d wager there are many in the merchant or warrior castes that eat better than we do, if I had two gold pieces to rub together. Whatever personal funds we obtain just go towards keeping our hollow estates from falling apart.”


    “Why?!” shouted Kragiel. “Why do you insist on keeping up appearances if you’re really struggling as much as you say?!”


    “Because our pride as nobles demands it,” replied Borg. “I doubt a commoner like you would understand.”


    “You’re right! I don’t! You people are out of your damned minds!”


    “Kragiel, calm down,” urged Fizzy. “It’s not all that hard to see their intention. Just think about it. What do you think the common man would do if he suddenly found out those who were above him were all penniless and effectively powerless?”


    “I-! … I don’t know. Surely it can’t be all that bad, right?”


    “Your rigid, antiquated society would collapse,” declared the golem. “Trust me on this. History is not in your favor.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “The dwarves - your people’s descendants on the surface - they inherited your messed up traditions.”


    The stifling caste system was one where everyone’s role in society was determined upon birth. It didn’t matter if an individual was the greatest poet of their time, or if they were a genius at working iron and steel. If one was born to the warrior caste, then they would be made to serve the military. If one was born to the miner caste, then they would be forced to dig up the earth with a pickaxe for the rest of their life. Any failure to fulfil those duties would result in this person being stripped of the privileges and rights of his caste, reducing them to a lowly existence that was treated no better than slaves or livestock.


    “Transitioning out of it was a long, bloody process,” explained Fizzy. “And it all began when the nobles lost their influence over the general populace in their selfish bid to keep things as convenient to them as possible. The Kingdom that was reborn from the ashes still endures to this day and is objectively better off for it, but that is not the sort of change your people can afford to undergo at this point in time. These guys have given everything to make sure your nation did not tear itself apart in front of the Nemesis, though I don’t think they can keep it up for much longer.”


    “I… I had no idea,” muttered Kragiel.


    “And that is precisely why we have endured for so long,” said the steward. “The soldiers’ morale would collapse if they realized how incompetent and inadequate their leaders truly are. We no longer have a king, so it falls to us nobles to give everything we have to ensure our people remain strong in the face of this stubborn enemy. Even if we must throw away the lifestyle our peerage promises us. Even if history remembers us as naught but corrupt scoundrels and villains. It will have all been worth it if the stoneborn live to see another day.”


    A heavy silence descended upon the tomb-like throne room.


    “Well, your wait is over,” spoke up Fizzy. “The Nemesis is even now working on perfecting a new weapon. One that will render all your tactics and defenses completely moot. One way or another, this war of yours is coming to an end.”


    “Heh. So is this why you have come, usurper?” said Magrik with a dry chuckle. “To strike the finishing blow on behalf of your wretched master?”


    “No!” shouted Kragiel. “Fizzy is not like that! I’ve seen it for myself! She stands against our hated foe, and she holds the key to breaking through her defenses and cutting the head clean off that mechanical tyrant!”


    “And then what? She assumes the throne for herself? I find it hard to believe she’ll just up and leave after doing us a ‘favor’ like that.”


    “Uh no. Leaving here is kind of the whole point of me doing this,” said Fizzy. “Well, that and revenge, but leaving is definitely a top priority.”


    “So you’re willing to officially give up your claim to the throne?”


    “… What are you talking about? Why do you keep thinking I’m here to claim your pathetic carcass of a country?”


    Magrik the steward shifted his hazy eyesight upwards, towards the six nobles on the balconies. He could tell from their faces and murmuring that they were as uneasy as he was. Could it be that this was perhaps some sort of misunderstanding?


    “Forgive me, shiny one,” he spoke up in a slightly more apologetic tone, “but do you mind stepping forward into the light for a minute?”


    Fizzy rolled her eyes, but complied with their request anyway. Even if it was some sort of trap, she was sure she could handle anything this stagnated and underdeveloped nation could throw at her. Once she stepped into the light, the Realmstone shone upon her once more, bathing her in the same white light as it had done just minutes ago.


    “That. Is the proof of royalty,” declared the steward. “It is not something that many people today remember, but the royal bloodline has always retained a special connection with what lies above. This allowed the rulers of this once great nation to draw upon the Realmstone’s immeasurable power in our times of need. And you, somehow or another, have shown that same ability.”


    “Uh, no,” said Fizzy. “That’s obviously not how this works. I guarantee you one hundred and sixty nine point five-three percent I am not of noble descent.”


    Not only was she not actually flesh and blood, but she wasn’t even a dwarf back when she was.


    “You say that, yet the Realmstone smiles upon you,” argued Borg. “Why else do you think the people outside hailed your name? Surely even you can understand this painfully obvious sign.”


    “But that makes no bloody sense! Yes, I know I said it, Plus! It was on purpose so shut your fucking face! Okay, sorry, I didn’t mean that. I’m just trying to figure out what could possibly-”


    Fizzy abruptly gave up on arguing with herself and stared down at her left hand’s palm. She opened and closed it several times before clenching it with a fist and looking back towards Magrik.


    “Kragiel here was sent out to retrieve some cursed relics,” she spoke coldly. “The ones that belonged to a death knight during the Plague Wars. Why?”


    “… I suppose there’s no point hiding it,” said the steward with a sigh. “We have reason to believe the death knight in question was actually the Iron King.”


    “Uh, Kragiel? Little help here?”


    “No idea, Fizzy. It’s the first I hear of this.”


    “We don’t know much of the Iron King,” continued Magrik. “All that remains are old folk tales and myths told in old carvings like the one you stand upon right now.”


    The golem looked at the mural beneath her feet. It had been scratched up pretty badly, but she could just about make up the figure of a stoneborn in full plate armor hoisting a giant axe above his head in a triumphant manner. It was oddly reminiscent of the same pose Fizzy herself struck in front of that crowd just a few minutes ago.


    “He fought day and night during his reign, eventually breaking through Level 100 and Ranking Up into one of the legendary metalkin. However, he lost his life when someone of his own royal blood betrayed him. His name, title, and even appearance has since been erased from history by his killer. This mural is perhaps the only depiction we have left of him.”


    “Okay, so what?” asked Fizzy in a somewhat annoyed manner. “You tried to gather the old king’s armor to tap into the Realmstone? There should be a limit to wishful thinking.”


    “It is not just ‘wishful thinking,’ outsider,” chimed in Borg from above. “The undead being we faced during the Plague Wars - the history remembered as the Forsaken Sentinel - he was the focal point of the enemy’s strategy. He had been raised by the unseen general for the express purpose of usurping the power of the Realmstone. He came close, too, but our guiding light rejected the mockery of our great ancestor and purified him on the spot with a flash of red lightning!”


    “That is when the king at the time realized that the armored shell he left behind was actually hollow the entire time,” continued the purple-haired female noble from earlier. “We do not know what that sick bastard did to our legendary liege, but it is said that our Ranked Up forms allow us to turn flesh into living steel. We believe that armor may actually be fashioned out of the Iron King’s remains. Our wise king therefore decided that the ancestor’s corpse be split up among the noble houses, so that none may challenge the rightful bloodline’s rule.”


    A light went off in Fizzy’s head.


    “I see, it’s all starting to make sense now!”


    The golem stared intently at her cursed shield as she let out those words. No wonder this thing felt like it had a will of its own at times - it used to actually be alive, once upon a time. This revelation explained quite a few things, such as the origin of the curse and why this thing was within Goroth’s dungeon. One of those nobles probably misunderstood the king’s intention and offered the item as a tribute to the God of Earth.


    Most importantly of all, though, it explained exactly what had been going on here.


    “You meatbags were wondering whether you could do the same as the undead, but you had no idea if it would actually work,” she continued. “It wasn’t until you grew desperate that you sent Kragiel here out to fetch the missing body parts. But your collection was missing a few bits, wasn’t it? In fact, dare say your project had been doomed from the start. Because believe it or not, the Left Hand of the Forsaken Sentinel is right here!”


    Fizzy raised her shield for all to see. The artifact had undergone multiple transformations since it fell into her possession, so it was only natural they didn’t recognize it. Even the curse’s presence was so paper thin that it would be impossible to detect unless one knew to look for it.


    “It is a part of me as much as I am a part of it, and I do not intend to give it up! However, if you’re so adamant that I’m here to rob you of your rotten apple of a nation, then I guess I might as well put that question to rest.”


    She stretched said left arm out towards the golden crown and reeled it in with her Geomagnetic Grip. She grabbed the jeweled circlet out of the air and raised it over her head as if to put it on. The gathered senators naturally began making a ruckus, and even Kragiel was blubbering incoherently behind her. As for the steward, he just had that same grim expression on his face that seemed to say louder than any words ‘Oh well, that’s just how it is.’


    “Just kidding!”


    *CRRRUNCH*


    In a move that left everyone speechless, Fizzy crushed the ancient crown within her grasp. She introduced her right hand into the situation, further mangling the ornament between her fingers and palms. She balled it up into a lump of scratched up gold and crushed gems, which she showed before the stupefied nobles.


    “Your king has been dead for twenty years,” she said coldly. “Get over it.”


    The Paladin then tossed the lump of shiny garbage straight up into the air. She unfolded her right arm to reveal the Magitech Cannon and blasted the piece of junk crown. It was vaporized in an instant, with her shot continuing upwards through the hole in the ceiling. The silence that gripped the room was absolute. It was so quiet, that Fizzy could just about hear the distant murmuring of the crowd outside. Well, that and the sound of a ball of magically-created plasma splashing against something incredibly hard.
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    A bolt of bright red lightning then struck down through the skylight, enveloping Fizzy in an instant. The flash blinded everyone in the room while the ensuing thunder drowned out their own startled screams and shouts. When the stoneborn in the throne room regained the use of their senses, they realized that their ‘guest’ was nowhere to be seen.


    All that was left of the mithril dynamo golem was a scorch mark on the floor that, curiously enough, seemed to spell out the letters ‘BRB.’


  




  Crusade 8


  

    Fizzy blinked a few times as she got used to her new surroundings, but the curtain of white refused to lift from her vision. She then realized that her eyes were working just fine, and that the endless sea of nothingness they were picking up was indeed real. Once she established that, it didn’t take a huge leap of logic to determine where she was or who had brought her here.


    “Randy?” she called out.


    “Right here, champ,” answered the God of Happenstance from behind her.


    The golem turned around on her heel to behold a floating upside-down bucket made of pudding.


    “Long time no see,” said Juliano in his typical jovial tone.


    “Yeah, that’s one way of putting it. Oh, right, I should probably introduce you to- Huh? Plus? Minus?” she called out while knocking on her head. “You guys in there or what?”


    But no matter how much she called out to them, be it verbally or mentally, her alter egos did not answer.


    “Oh! Right, those guys!” suddenly exclaimed Irving. “I almost forgot about them!”


    The Goddess of Chaos snapped some unseen extremity twice, and two more pure mithril dynamo golems appeared out of thin air on either side of Fizzy. They were almost completely identical to her aside from some minor differences in their faces. The one on her left had rounder, softer eyes and slightly pudgier cheeks, while the other had slightly more slanted eyes and a somewhat pointier chin. The latter one was also hunched over rather heavily with her arms dangling idly while the former stood upright and with dignity.


    “Sorry about that you two,” said Jerome while waving his bucket handle around. “That was rude of me.”


    “Oh! Mister Goddess of Instability, sir!” said Plus excitedly. “It’s so nice to finally meet you!”


    “… ‘Nice’ isn’t the word I’d use,” groaned Minus.


    It was then that Fizzy’s clones realized each other’s presence. Their gazes drifted between the deity, themselves, each other and the original as they processed what was going on. It was actually a bit creepy how perfectly in sync their heads and eyes moved.


    “Okay, this is officially trippy,” mumbled the positively-charged one.


    “I’ll say,” agreed her counterpart. “So what’s the deal, big guy? We dead or something?”


    “You’re perfectly fine.”


    “You sure? ‘Cus we got hit by that lightning thing head on.”


    “We’re a dynamo golem, remember?” pointed out Plus. “Lightning doesn’t hurt us.”


    “Then how do you explain that dark place we were just at?”


    “Sorry, that’s my bad,” apologized Jubilee. “I forgot to take you two into account when I yanked Fizzy here out of your body.”


    “Wait, did something happen to my glorious mithril frame?!” shouted the original.


    “Nah, it’s fine. It’s just a tiny bit between dimensions. I’ll sort it out when I send you all back, don’t worry.”


    “Uh, no. Sorry, but a ‘tiny bit between dimensions’ isn’t what I would call ‘fine.’ Not even remotely so,” she complained.


    “You should’ve thought of that before you took a potshot at an unfathomably dense mass of mystical energy.”


    “… He kind of has a point,” whispered Plus.


    “I told you showing off too much was a bad idea,” grumbled her younger ‘sister.’


    “That crown thing was pretty badass though.”


    “Meh. My idea was way better.”


    “I don’t think the stoneborn would appreciate us murdering their steward with the royal crown, Minus. That’s not how you make friends.”


    “We don’t need friends though. We need fodder.”


    A loud clapping noise suddenly echoed throughout the divine space, putting a stop to their discussion.


    “Okay, that’s enough you two,” spoke up the God of Randomness. “I need to have a word with your boss here, so could you girls go play over there somewhere for the moment? It’s serious God stuff and, no offense, but you two would only get in the way.”


    “Well, I guess we might as well enjoy this break while we can. C’mon, sis! Let’s see if these babies move as good as the real thing!”


    “… Yeah, okay. I guess this beats being backseat drivers all the time.”


    The two Parallel entities continued chatting and bickering as they dashed off into the infinite white void. Fizzy saw them off with a small wave of her hand before turning her attention back to her self-appointed patron deity.


    “Are those two going to be fine?” she asked with genuine concern in her voice.


    “Why wouldn’t they be? It’s not like there’s any monsters or anything around here.”


    “In the future, I mean. Plus is mostly cool with her situation, but Minus is kind of restless all the time.”


    “Ah, I see. You’re worried whether internal conflict might literally tear you apart.”


    “Something like that, yeah.”


    “Normally it’s something to look out for with Parallel Plot, but I have a feeling you’ll find a way to handle it. Who knows? Something good might happen if you got yourself an Ultimate Skill or if you stick around my Hero long enough.”


    “Is that you giving me advice or are you just doing the whole ‘non-zero chance’ thing?”


    “You say that as if they’re different things,” answered Lydia with a wink. Or well, at least as much of a wink as a nonsensical piece of confectionary could make.


    “Uh-huh. You know, I more or less expected to run into you down there. Just not quite so… in person.”


    “You did, did you? Heh. Must be losing my touch.”


    “Not really. It’s just that all the weird coincidences and bizarre goings on are the sort of stuff that’s right up your alley.”


    “Don’t be like that. I’m not responsible for every absurd thing that happens on this world.”


    “Sure you’re not,” said the golem, her voice dripping with scepticism. “Also fish fly backwards and oxen handle the wolves’ accounting. What else is new?”


    “No, for real. I actually had very little to do with this,” insisted the sentient bucket. “This entire thing is just me taking advantage of a situation that presented itself.”


    “Like what? You want to claim the Realmstone for yourself through me or something?”


    “Oh, fuck no!” exclaimed Kenny. “I’m not gonna mess with that thing. The entire continent could sink into the ocean if I tried that, and that’s not the kind of deity that I am. Well, not on purpose, at the very least.”


    “… You can do that sort of thing?”


    “Everything is possible if you throw enough mana at it. In theory, anyway,” argued the Goddess of Chance. “And that thing those stone-headed shorties call the ‘Realmstone?’ That’s the thing responsible for regulating the magic levels throughout the entire western continent. It definitely has enough juice to do the job, but there’s nobody who can actually control it.”


    “The stoneborn and Katya seem to think otherwise.”


    “Yeah, but they’re wrong, so that doesn’t really matter, does it?”


    “They are? But isn’t it just a massive dungeon core?”


    Granted, Fizzy had very little idea how those things worked, but a mortal claiming ownership of one of those was hardly a new concept to her.


    “Almost, but not quite! The only reason it looks like a dungeon core is because Goroth used it as a basis when he created those things. All those fancy functions they have are a result of each member of the pantheon pitching in to kit them out. The Monster Spawner thing is my handiwork, by the way. Oops, getting a bit sidetracked there. Point is, the only thing the Realmstone is good for is taking spent mana out of the surface, freshening it up and pumping it back out again. Sort of like the world itself breathing in and out.”


    The bucket-shaped dessert leaned closer to Fizzy, then added with a serious tone.


    “And nobody - not even us gods - can interfere with its operation.”


    Ashley pulled away from Fizzy, then let out a tired sigh.


    “I say, do you mind blinking for me? It’s awfully hard to be dramatic when I’m a weirdly shaped piece of pudding.”


    “Oh. Uh, sure,” said the golem while she complied with his request. “That better?”


    “I don’t know, purple really isn’t my color.”


    “How about now?”


    “I like the blue fish legs, but those windows are a bit much.”


    “And now?”


    “Eh, this’ll do,” said the oak tree made of sand. “I gotta say though, that unceasing glare of yours is a bit freaky.”


    “Yeah, well, I broke the habit of blinking all the time ever since I realized I don’t need to bother with it anymore. I just do it every now and then when I feel it’s appropriate.”


    “Great, now you have me blinking manually. Thanks for that.”


    “Sorry. Anyway, about the Realmstone - if even the gods can’t touch it, then how come the stoneborn royal family could?”


    “It just responds to and resonates with them, I guess?” answered the tree while shrugging its branches.


    “You guess?”


    “Hey, I’m not omniscient. I didn’t even know how bad things had gotten down there until you showed up. Even Goroth had no idea.”


    “But… he still has servants among the stoneborn, right?” asked the golem in a confused manner. “They might be few in number, but I’m just one Paladin. Even if the faith is in decline, shouldn’t he be more familiar with the situation than you or me?”


    “Yes, and no,” replied Garet while shaking his branches. “Thing is, Goroth has a lot - and I mean a lot - of followers. It’s impossible for him to hear the pleas and prayers of a select few when he has thousands upon thousands shouting in his ear all the time. Especially when said few grow quieter and quieter with each attempt. Me, I keep myself a small handful of legitimate followers. There’s only 835 of you lot spread out throughout the entire world, you know. Much easier to keep track of.”


    “Oh, so it’s the old quality over quantity, huh? I think I get it now - it’s like you have spies everywhere.”


    “Exactly. That’s not to say Goroth’s way of handling his faithful is wrong or anything, though. Ensuring their religion is spread as wide as possible is very much the right sort of thinking a god should have, but the downside to that is minorities in remote areas can slip through the cracks.That’s why Goroth was honestly kind of blind to there even being a problem down there. Which makes the stoneborn royal family’s demise sort of a good thing in the long run. They’d probably wipe out their precious capital if they tried uncorking the Realmstone without old brick-face around to look out for them.”


    “Huh? But they said they relied on it in time of need.”


    “Yeah, right,” scoffed Charlie. “What those desperate idiots did was the equivalent of a snot nosed brat throwing a rock at a hornet’s nest and hoping the angry insects would ignore him and attack the bear that’s chasing him instead. Do you even have any idea what would happen if we let the Realmstone’s raw, unbridled power wash over them?”


    “Uh… A calamity?”


    “Exactamundo! Their entire capital could’ve been vaporized at the very least. They’re just lucky their patron deity was around to steer all that magical energy into a positive direction every time they tried it.”


    “But you just said you can’t interfere with it…”


    “Not with the thing itself, but it is possible to hijack the magical energy it farts out. To continue my metaphor from earlier, it falls to us to steer the hornets away from the snot-nosed brat. Little trick that Lunar came up with ages ago. Admittedly the timing involved is a bitch to pull off, but it’s not too difficult for us gods if we really try.”


    “I see… and because Goroth interfered every time behind the scenes, they had no idea how dangerous the thing they were playing with truly was. No wonder they all seem like they’re waiting for someone to come and save them. The fact that he set himself up as the ‘only’ God is pretty questionable as well.”


    “Everyone makes mistakes,” shrugged Gabriel. “The guy was young and foolish back then, so cut him some slack. I already gave him more than enough shit to make sure he didn’t mess things up with the dwarves. Granted, he didn’t appreciate my, uh, constructive criticism, but he definitely learned his lesson.”


    “I guess that’s fair. What about the Boneshaper and the Iron King? How’d they factor into this mess?”


    “Heh. ‘They’ indeed.”


    “… They’re one and the same?!” blurted out the wide-eyed golem.


    “Think what you will,” declared the God of Gambling. “I’m not giving away any more hints. Wouldn’t be much fun if I did that.”


    “Humpf. Cryptic bastard.”


    “That’s why you love me, sparkle-butt.”


    “So what’s all this about, then?” asked Fizzy in an attempt to get them back on track. “I doubt you pulled me up here just to have a chat.”


    “Right, here’s the thing then. That tin rival of yours is on the shit list of over half the pantheon.”


    “Wow. She pissed off that many of them?”


    “I know, right? She violated Axel’s taboo when she killed off stoneborn trying to surrender, and although Solus is struggling a bit, he doesn’t appreciate her genocidal practices. Zephyra’s still pissed off at her experiments from before she went into hiding, and Goroth doesn’t appreciate his people getting picked on by an otherworlder.”


    “What about you?” asked Fizzy uneasily. “I imagine you find her pretty interesting.”


    “I did. Once. This version of her is way too stale and stubborn, though. Not to mention I don’t appreciate her manhandling you like that. I personally made you my Champion, so that really ticked me off. Bottom line is, I totes got your back, fam. As do four other gods. Hence why we’ve decided to officially support this one-golem crusade of yours.”


    “Wait, what? But I was only saying those things to get the public riled up! I made up at least half of it on the spot!”


    “Words spoken aloud are like thrown stones, and one should never underestimate the weight behind them,” said Salvador with a heavy tone. “You claim you were just winging it, but the Gods do not respond to half-assed sentiments like those.”


    “But I lied about a bunch of things!”


    “Just shut up and accept a divine favor when you’re given one, will you?”


    “Yeah, good point… I have to ask though, and not that I’m ungrateful or anything, but this support of yours isn’t going to be solely of the moral variety, is it?”


    “Oh no, we’ll lend you an actual helping hand. Wouldn’t be much of an officially sanctioned crusade if we Gods didn’t make our power known and all that. You’ll be able to bestow a bunch of awesome power on anyone you think can help you stand up to that problem of ours. Yourself included.”


    “That’s good to hear. To be honest, those stoneborn will need all the help they can get. They’re all so… pathetic and weak. There’s no way Katya’s shenanigans would’ve lasted on the surface.”


    “Yeah. Low average monster Level down there. That and their idiotic isolationist policy keeps them from unlocking their full potential as a species. See if you can’t do anything about that second thing, by the way.”


    “The world would be a lot more interesting if the stoneborn were running around free, right?”


    “Indeed. Well, that and getting them to make a tunnel to the surface is your best bet of meeting back up with Boxxy in a timely manner. I mean I could theoretically zap you over there, but that’d be cheating. And we don’t want that, do we?”


    “Right… How is that bastard of a box doing without me, by the way?”


    “Pretty good, considering it died and came back to life.”


    “It did what?!”


    “Oh yeah. It actually bit the big one. Even tried to bribe Mortimer into letting it return to life. That bag-o-bones was having none of it, but Boxxy still managed to slip out of his grasp. It’s not even undead! If anything, I’d say it’s livelier now than it was before!”


    “Heh. Hehehahaha!” cackled Fizzy. “That certainly seems like something Boxxy would do! Ahhh-hahahahaha!”


    She knew Boxxy was alive thanks to Katya’s surveilance cameras, but she had no idea what had actually happened to it. She just sort of assumed Ambrosia had somehow been mistaken or misled, and that the reports of the shapeshifter’s demise had been greatly exaggerated. It was a long shot, but much more likely than literally coming back from the dead. Then again, the fact that she didn’t seriously consider that outcome showed she was still underestimating that Mimic’s propensity for the ridiculous.


    “Oh, wow! Phew! Okay!” she exclaimed as her fits of laughter died down.  “Guess I should up the scale on my What-The-Fuck-O-Meter™ before I get back up there, huh?”


    “I think that would be for the best,” said Timothy in good humor. “Right now, however, I do believe you have an expedition to organize. Just remember to blast the big glowy whatchamacallit when you get back.”


    “… Didn’t you just more or less tell me not to do that?”


    “I don’t like it either, but we’ll need the raw juice to make this crusade thing work since it’s hard for us to exert our divine influence of that godless area. It’ll also only last for about… twenty? Is it twenty? Yeah, twenty days. So make sure you wrap things up before then.”


    “Got it. Will do. And thanks for setting all this up, Killinger.”


    “Eeeey, don’t mention it. Knock ‘em dead out there, champ!”


    “Aye, sir!”


    *Snap*


    Darrell snapped his grainy leaves, sending Fizzy back into the mortal realm. She returned to the stoneborn throne room the same way she had left - in a flash of red lightning. She rose from the kneeling position she arrived in and looked around. All of the nobles were still in their spots, and Kragiel was still standing near the doorway with that stupid look on her face.


    “Aw, man! I was just about to win that wrestling contest!” complained Plus.


    “Oh, great. Back here again,” grumbled Minus.


    “How long was I gone?” asked Fizzy out loud.


    “Uh… like ten seconds, I guess?” replied a confused looking Kragiel. “What was that? Where did you even go? What happened just now?”


    “Nothing much,” stated the golem with a smirk. “I was just stacking the odds a little.”


    She then lifted her right arm skywards and fired her Magitech Cannon upon the Realmstone once more. Her shot hit just the same as before, though the thing that came out of it wasn’t red lightning. It was a frighteningly bright pillar of light blue energy that fell upon the Paladin like a waterfall. The extremely flashy display continued for a few seconds, during which Fizzy’s audience were forced to either shield their eyes or flee the scene.


    When the light finally subsided, the Paladin was met by a series of very promising notifications.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
You have been recognized as High Templar of the First Underworld Crusade.

Feat of strength performed! You have unlocked a new Perk: Instrument of the Gods. FTH +55.

You have learned a new Spell: God of Earth’s Divine Protection.

You have learned a new Spell: War’s Righteous Might.

You have learned a new Spell: Boundless Reserves.

You have learned a new Spell: Lifebinder’s Seal.

You have learned a new Spell: Physics Be Damned.


            
          


        

      


    


    “Well, then,” she spoke up with a smile on her face and her hands on her hips. “Do any of you geezers have any further complaints regarding my intentions?”


    The two senators that still remained frantically shook their heads. As for the steward, he had passed out in his chair. It would appear the excitement brought on by that divine intervention had been too much for him to bear.


    “Wise choice,” nodded Fizzy. “Well then, I’ll go outside to make sure the crowd doesn’t go batshit crazy. Toodles!”


    The golem then strode out of the throne room with her head held high. The remaining nobles shared a few difficult looks and retreated beyond the curtains of their balconies. Kragiel, on the other hand, was left scratching her cheek. She then caught a glimmer out of the corner of her eye, drawing her graze to the carving in the center of the throne room’s floor. The same one that now depicted a white knight clad in a blue aura fighting off an army of metal men.


    “I know she mentioned making waves,” she smiled to herself, “but that’s a bloody tsunami if ever I’ve seen one.”


    And no, she hadn’t actually seen one. She had no idea what a tsunami actually was, but she was already used to strange words rolling off her tongue without her realizing it. Those messed up dreams that made no sense were another matter altogether though. Especially the one where she was skipping rope with a lion, a witch, and a wardrobe while they fervently argued over whether red or blue hedgehogs were better.


    That one was just weird.


  




  Crusade 9


  

    A procession of over two hundred stoneborn were marching towards what they believed to be home base of the Nemesis. They had found its location by revisiting the same mining depot that Fizzy, Kragiel and Kadam first encountered her new high-powered energy weapons. The otherworldly menace had packed up her bags and moved almost all of the equipment, likely because its position had been compromised.


    However, she had failed to completely remove the buried power lines. Kadam’s dowsing skills had located a cable she had missed. And now that they knew what they were looking for, the Stonesinger and his fellow Dowsers were able to trace them through the underground and get a fix on her location. Fizzy had originally intended to use her Metallopathy to do the job, but there was a limit to how far she could stretch her metallic senses. Granted, the stoneborn had a finite range as well, but theirs extended to a few kilometers whereas the golem’s was only a hundred meters at most.


    As for that chaotic Paladin herself, she was not among these two hundred. Nor was she among any of the other five similarly sized platoons that were simultaneously converging on Novyy Dragunov. Fizzy was leading the last and largest contingent of stoneborn troops, which clocked in at five hundred able-bodied soldiers.


    Although not even two thousand strong, this force was the most the subterranean dwellers could muster on such short notice. The grace of the Gods would only last for twenty days, fifteen of which had already passed. It was now or never, and if the divine helping hand that Fizzy had been given was not enough to make a difference, then the stoneborn were doomed from the start.


    But make a difference it did. Each of the five grand blessings the newly appointed High Templar had been loaned held the potential to completely turn conventional warfare on its head. They were superbly powerful, lasted for an entire day, and could be used on entire armies at once. All with basically no chant and with a cost of 0 MP. This was because those Spells were not born of Fizzy’s magic, but rather of the authority given to her by the gods to wield their power as she deemed necessary.


    It was a great responsibility, and one that the golem showed admirable restraint with. After all, blessing the entire city of Deephollow for shits and giggles was entirely possible, but her benefactors would probably not take kindly to that. Which was why she limited herself to using those gifts only when it was necessary to expedite the preparations for the crusade proper.


    For example, Zephyra the Goddess of Rain had given the Paladin the Boundless Reserves grand blessing. Those affected by it would gain near-infinite stamina, their bodies would not crave food or water, and their minds would remain sharp and clear without the need to sleep. These effects were practically useless to Fizzy herself due to her being a golem, but it eliminated almost all of the logistical difficulties involved in this crusade. Not only could laborers work around the clock to make preparations, but the expeditionary force could march non-stop without worrying about supplies.


    That wasn’t the only Spell that was useful outside of combat, though. War’s Righteous Might amplified the effectiveness of the STR, AGI and DEX Attributes by a mind-boggling 50%. Although obviously intended to bolster an army’s martial prowess, it wouldn’t be much use in the upcoming battle. It was still extremely useful though, as it allowed the stoneborn artisans to perform at a level far beyond what they were capable of. Which was good, because Fizzy was still as unimpressed as ever with the quality of the items they produced.


    At the very least the magmite shell armor they prepared for her had turned out nicely. Although the golem hated covering her beautiful hide with it, the extra layer of smooth crimson padding would go a long way towards repelling Katya’s heat-based arsenal. It wouldn’t stand up to her bullets and bombs if the Paladin took a lot of direct hits, but the only way that would happen was if one of those projectiles slipped past her Geomagnetic Grip. A highly unlikely scenario considering that she had two versions of herself on standby to help secure her personal safety.


    She wasn’t the only one to get a snazzy new set of armor, though. Kragiel and about twenty more of her fellow Armsmasters were given full sets as well, while over two hundred shields made of the stuff were distributed along the men. Not all of that raw material came from those four shells Fizzy had brought with her on her first visit to Deephollow, though. Ever since her appointment as High Templar, she’d hunted down another thirty six of the beasts, both to help outfit the fodder and to advance her War Golem Job to Level 10.


    However, although she had successfully gained another Skill point, the dynamo golem was not all too happy with it. Mostly because she had convinced herself to make a compromise regarding which ability she acquired.


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Physical Augmentation Module

Description: The golem willfully alters its own construction, amplifying certain aspects of it at the expense of others.

Requirements: Level 10 War Golem, Level 25 Artificer

Type: Active

Activation Time: 2 seconds

Cost: 300 MP

Range: Self

Effects: Permanently transforms the user into a different form upon activation.

Grants access to a new transformation at Level 1, 4, 7 and 10 of this Skill.


            
          


        

      


    


    This was the Skill she initially wanted to get. It was a Skill that required the golem to also be an Artificer in order to obtain. Of course she wanted it. The need to know what sort of fantastical functions such a thing could offer her was almost overpowering. So much so that she actively hated herself for passing it over.


    At the same time though, the fact she didn’t know anything about this thing was also the main reason she avoided it. The Skill’s details were so cryptic and bare-bones that she had no idea whether it would actually be useful in the upcoming fight. Her need to face down Katya and her upgraded arsenal made it a really stupid idea to gamble on such an unknown. There was no way of telling whether this Skill would help in any way against those laser weapons, unlike the other Skill she ultimately went with.


    However, once that cocky foreign bitch had been dealt with, she would obtain this Physical Augmentation Module no matter what.


    “What are you getting suddenly pumped up for?” asked Minus.


    “She’s probably just remembering that Skill we convinced her to give up on,” said Plus.


    “Still? C’mon, Fizzy! You already spent like two days moping about it! How many times do we need to go over how useless that thing is!?”


    What I don’t understand is how come you two can’t see the potential in it, replied the original. It’s a transformation! Transforming machinery! It’s an Artificer’s wet dream, you know!


    Fizzy definitely cared for her alternate selves, but the fact that they weren’t gearheads like her despite being born of her own thoughts was infuriating, not to mention mind boggling. Which was why she secretly wished the third one would be a personality she could actually talk shop with, though it would be some time before the next Parallel appeared.


    “We don’t get wet anymore, though,” pointed out Minus.


    “That’s not technically accurate. Fizzy’s never been outright ‘wet’ in her life, so-”


    “Hey! No meatbag reminiscing! We talked about this!”


    The golem had gotten a bit over excited and accidentally made that remark out loud, at full volume, and while surrounded on all sides by now-confused stoneborn.


    “… Whoops. Uh, nevermind. Focus on the road ahead, everyone!”


    The soldiers quickly averted their eyes and did as instructed. They were all more or less used to weird outbursts from her, so they really didn’t pay her too much mind. The fact they didn’t even slow their marching speed was already quite indicative of how familiar they were with her eccentricities.


    “Another internal dispute?” asked Kadam jokingly.


    “Yeah,” said Fizzy with a tired tone. “Frankly I’m starting to worry. It feels like we keep having more and more arguments as time goes on.”


    “Well, it’s natural for siblings to fight, so I wouldn’t worry too much over it if I were you.”


    “Oh really? Then I suppose you have two alternate versions of yourself living in your head?”


    “… I’m told I turn into an emotional crybaby when I get blackout drunk. Does that count?”


    “Just shut up and get me a status report.”


    “Aye, ma’am!”


    The diamond-headed pre-dwarf reached into one of the satchels hanging off his torso and pulled out an egg-shaped stone object with a glowing white rune on it. He rubbed the arcane sigil with his thumb to activate the item, brought it up to his mouth and then spoke into it.


    “All points, this is Hammer. Report your status. Over.”


    “This is Anvil,” replied the stone in Kragiel’s voice. “We’re making progress as scheduled. No enemy contact. Over.”


    “This is Copperhead,” said a different voice. “Same here. Over.”


    “Team Silver here. We encountered a small swarm of migrating shardlings,” reported a third. “No casualties, but they slowed us down. Might be a bit late to the party. Over.”


    “Team- Haaaah…” sighed the fourth one. “Team Bucket, proceeding as planned. Over.”


    “Muffins. Ditto. Over,” was the curt fifth one.


    “All quiet on the Fish front. Over.”


    Kadam rolled his eyes in Fizzy’s general direction. He really regretted leaving the callsigns up to that looney bin. He thought it would be a nice gesture, but he wouldn’t have even said anything if he knew she was going to be like that. It was like she got bored halfway through and just said whatever random thing popped up into her head. Or rather, that was precisely what she had done. Then again, he did spring this on her out of nowhere just as the main force was about to splinter up into smaller groups, so it was partly his own fault for putting her on the spot like that.


    “Understood,” said the Dowser. “Report immediately if you make enemy contact. Over and out.”


    He then put the oval runestone back in the small pouch hanging from his chest.


    “Those Resonator Charms of yours seem pretty handy,” noted the golem. “Stonesinger magic?”


    “Something like that. Why do you ask? Do the surfacers not have items like these?”


    “No, we do. They just… work differently is all.”


    The Comm-crystals used by both Republic and Imperial forces during the recent war were by far the more advanced means of long range communication. They relayed images in addition to sounds, were password-locked for extra security and had a much longer range. At the same time, however, one could attune any number of Resonator Charms to the same frequency, or channel, or whatever it was they used.


    “There would be a lot of people interested in these things where I come from.”


    She wasn’t talking about the military, though. Those guys would probably stick to the more secure Comm-crystals no matter what. However, these enchanted pebbles would be perfect for adventurers that had to coordinate their actions from afar when tackling monsters or dungeons. Especially since they wouldn’t break as easily as one of those crystal cube.


    “Yeah, you said that about the Plagueward Totems too,” said Kadam while stroking his beard. “You really think our people should reconnect with the surface?”


    “I do. I don’t care how much you like it down here, but you need to link up with the rest of the world if you know what’s good for you.”


    “That’s debatable. My kind doesn’t fare too well if we’re separated from the Realmstone’s glow for too long. Any envoys we send to the surface would need to be rotated out every few months.”


    “The surface is full of all kinds of specialists though. I’m sure someone will figure out a fix for your condition, but that’s not what I was talking about. From what I understand, you guys keep facing one catastrophe after the other down here, and you’ve had to deal with each one by your lonesome. You need to get over yourselves and seek help from your fellow enlightened, otherwise the next crisis you can’t beat on your own will be your last.”


    Fizzy had said as much to the old geezers over at the senate. They were obviously quite stubborn and uneasy about the whole thing. One of them even had the gall to point out that the Nemesis was a surfacer, and that nothing good would come from ‘fraternizing with those greedy bastards.’ Thankfully he very quickly changed his tune once Fizzy pointed out their current situation would’ve been avoided if they weren’t hidden away down here to begin with. Well, it was either that or the well-placed Magitech Cannon shot that singed his beard.


    Regardless of the methods involved, her God had asked a favor of her, and she would do everything in her power to fulfil it. She would drag these ass-backwards hermits into the wide open world, regardless of how much they kicked or screamed. Their outdated government would be reformed and their overall quality of life would likely go up once they started trading goods and services with the surface.


    “Yeah, well, let’s get this one done and over with first and then we’ll see, shall we?” said Kadam.


    “Right… By the way, kind of a stupid question, but does your country have a name?” asked Fizzy in a low voice.


    “… You serious? You’re only asking this now?”


    “Look, politics isn’t really on the forefront of my priorities, okay? Besides, it didn’t really come up in conversation.”


    “…”


    “Well? Are you going to tell me or do I have to beat it out of you?”


    “Fine. It’s Understone.”


    “Ugh,” grimaced the golem. “That’s so lame.”


    “Hey, at least ours isn’t named after genitalia.”


    “Wait, what?”


    “You said the kingdom of our ‘descendants’ was called ‘Horkensaft,’ right? That means ‘worm dick’ in our ancient tongue.”


    “… You’re sure?”


    “Very.”


    Kadam’s face was dead serious, although the men and women marching besides him were struggling to contain their laughter. The infectious snickering combined with Fizzy’s puzzled face got to him a few moments later, prompting him to let out a bemused chuckle.


    “Almost had you going there, didn’t I?”


    “Almost, yeah.”


    Team Hammer continued its trek forward unabated, only stopping every fifteen minutes or so to let their Dowsers check for enemy presence. Reports started coming in from the other groups within the hour, saying they’ve began detecting enemy patrols. Kadam also said they were getting closer and closer to open combat, and Fizzy ordered everyone to prepare for battle. Weapons were unsheathed, Rockfist Guardians were summoned and various magical enhancements were applied. As for the High Templar’s array of blessings, she had already applied them to the entire army before they split up eleven hours ago, so those were still in full effect.


    The first stoneborn unit to make contact with the enemy was Bucket, who were spotted by one of Katya’s flying Bishop drones. Her forces spread out throughout the area immediately began maneuvering to intercept them, according to the various Dowsers. The other groups stepped up their pace, moving to counter-intercept whatever Nemesis forces they could, lest the enemy all converge on Bucket.


    What followed was a series of skirmishes that broke out almost simultaneously throughout the perimeter. Neither side could bring their full military strength to bear in those tight tunnels, but this was definitely a good thing for the stoneborn since they were at a numerical disadvantage. They pushed back the mechanical forces with relative ease, though nobody reported encountering anything other than the regular array of bullet-slinging ‘clankers.’


    Katya soon realized she was being surrounded on all sides and pulled most of her forces back to her main base. It was in the middle of a colossal cavern akin to the one where the Realmstone and Deephollow were, except that this one had been dug out by her automata. It was a wide open space where she could spread out her firepower and smother any invading force with bullets and mortar fire from hundreds of meters away.


    Those were not Fizzy’s biggest concerns, though, as it would appear that Katya had been very busy in her absence.


    “Hammer, this is Muffins. We have eyes on the enemy stronghold. Hard to tell, but there must be thousands of clankers- er, I mean ‘Pawns.’ We also count no less than a hundred of those ‘Knights.’ There are another twenty similar-looking contraptions mounted on top of the walls and buildings as turrets. Really big ones, too. Over.”


    The automated defenses took pot shots at the splintered stoneborn forces as they maneuvered into position. They were trying to melt their way through the walls of the Nemesis’s hidey-hole and into the various tunnels her attackers were using as cover. Thankfully the stoneborn had brought Stonesingers in force. The scores of earth magic users were able to fortify and repair the sheer rock. They couldn’t hold it off forever, but it was enough to buy some extra time for their comrades.


    Once everyone reported they were in position, Fizzy gave the go-ahead to Kadam.


    “All points, this is Hammer,” he spoke into the Resonance Charm. “We will now begin phase one of the operation. Remember - stick to cover and wait for your turn. Over and out.”


    Over six hundred Rockfist Guardians poured out of the gaping tunnel and into the stupidly large cavern. Katya’s base, which was more like a steel castle, immediately opened fire on them. Bullets, bombs and lasers rained down on the advancing force. The area was immediately filled with shrapnel and smoke, much to the Original Artificer’s delight. Some part of Katya always enjoyed watching the destruction wrought by her creations, especially since she could do so from the safety of her monitors.


    Was it because she liked seeing her work in action? Or maybe it was because she was one of those people that just wanted to see the world burn? Whatever the case, she was quite confident this desperate invasion of her property would be crushed in due time. Her new laser weaponry still had a few kinks to work out, but her projections said they’d be more than enough to beat those primitives back. And once the stoneborn’s forces were routed, she would push into their strongholds and wipe them all out.


    What was it they used to call it? Easy-peasy-lemon-squeezy?


    *KHHRRRRRUUUMMM*


    “Shto za huynya?!”


    Katya let out a curse in her native language after her base was suddenly rocked by an explosion. She immediately pulled up a damage report and saw that one of her stationary turret arrays had been disabled. This wasn’t supposed to happen, though. She knew for a fact those savages had no means of attack - be it magical or otherwise - that could match hers when it came to combat at this extreme range. She used her countless mechanical eyes to peer into the smoke-covered battlefield, and what she saw defied explanation.


    A quarter of her vaunted Iron Curtain’s firepower failed to hit anything, but not because her robotic servants’ aim was off. Bullets drastically changed course mid-flight. Mortar shells and missiles suddenly decided to hit the ceiling instead of the floor. The high-energy laser beams she had put so much faith into bent their path in impossible ways to make detours around their targets. And worst of all - every now and then, every once in awhile, those attacks bounced back right where they came from.


    It was a superbly bizarre scene the likes of which had never been seen before, because this was the debut of Maureen’s latest creation. It was a blessing that went under the questionable name of Physics Be Damned, which was inspired by a certain animate jewelry box that her Hero came across quite fittingly by chance. This divine gift of the Goddess of Change made it so 25% of ranged attacks that would normally hit the affected individual, wouldn’t. There was also an additional 40% chance that any shots deflected in this way would bounce right back towards their source.


    And since it was the work of a deity, this logic-breaking magic would display its effects on any and all attacks, regardless of how magical or scientific they were in nature. Fizzy had bestowed it upon the contingent of Rockfist Guardians prior to their assault, but it wasn’t the only one. She also gave them God of Earth’s Divine Protection, which reduced any damage they took by 35% so long as they remained in contact with the ground.


    Then there was the Sun God’s Lifebinder’s Seal, which was the main reason why the stoneborn had suffered so few casualties in the earlier skirmishes. It increased their maximum HP by a flat 600 while also placing an anti-death ward on them. This effect would instantly heal them up to 25% of their HP should it fall to zero, giving them a second lease on life. Granted, it could only happen once per day per individual, but it was a simple enough matter to rotate anyone who was ‘popped’ to the rear of the line. This, when combined with God of Earth’s Divine Protection and Physics Be Damned, made each soldier roughly three times more resilient to Katya’s weapons.


    So then what would happen if a small army of extremely expendable Rockfist Guardians were given all those absurd holy boons and sent into the line of fire?


    *KAHKHRRUUUUUUM*


    Why, they would keep taking Katya’s punishment until they inevitably sent some of it flying right back at her, of course. The otherworlder’s forces immediately ceased fire when she realized that. She had no idea what exactly was going on, but a fifth of her fielded forces had already blown themselves up. Especially the laser-armed Knights. Those things had a lot more firepower than they did armor, so it didn’t take much of their own medicine to disable them.


    Her Pawns and Rooks were still fine, though. Their shells were quite thick, so they would not fall to their own ordnance. Not to mention she had nearly four thousand more of them stored away in her warehouses. She therefore ordered those older units to resume the attack while she pondered what to do next. If push came to shove, she could have the standard troops just keep up their barrage until the enemy tired themselves out. This was the site of her primary munitions production, so she wouldn’t be running out of ammo anytime soon.


    However, this was exactly the thing Fizzy had been waiting for.


    “Kadam! Begin phase two!”


    “Right! Attention Anvil, this is Hammer! Bring in the Nail, over!”


    “On the way, Hammer!” responded Kragiel.


    Stoneborn Wizards from both teams coordinated to link their locations with a portal, courtesy of a Gate Spell. The soldiers in team Nail then began pushing the cargo they’d been protecting all this time through it, bringing it to the front lines. It was a massive metal contraption so large it barely even fit through the three-meter wide circular portal.


    Admittedly its height and girth weren’t all that impressive by themselves, but its length clocked in at a rather ridiculous thirteen meters. Over three quarters of that was a thick circular barrel with an array of copper coils coming out of it, which was attached to a mechanical contraption with a number of switches and dials on it. Its undercarriage consisted of a robust six-wheeled suspension system to facilitate easier transport, although the awkward center of gravity made it tricky to move around. Unflattering statements such as ‘FUK U’ and ‘OPEN WIDE’ were scrawled all over it by the rank and file, who had poured all of their resentment of the Nemesis into this thing.


    Once the extremely long cannon and its munitions and crew had been safely relocated, the Gate closed and Fizzy immediately flew into a frenzy. She used Geomagnetic Grip to lift one of the steel shells which were almost as big as she was, then slid it into the unrifled barrel. She then directed a pair of stoneborn and their Rockfist Guardians to lift the barrel up ‘by hand’ and point it in the general direction of Novyy Dragunov. It was a crude way to aim, but it would be pretty hard to miss a target that big.


    With the weapon loaded and pointed squarely in the enemy’s direction, Fizzy went over to the back and placed her hands on the specially prepared handlebars. Katya had figured out the meatbags were up to something as evidenced by this point and was focusing her fire on the tunnel’s opening. However, the Stonesingers were easily repelling her metallic projectiles. It would be another story entirely if she unleashed her energy-based weapons, but she clearly didn’t want to do that for fear of having them self-destruct.


    “Alright, meatbags!” shouted the golem. “Grab hold of the Nail and keep it steady, because it’s going to kick like a felsteed that’s been stabbed in the balls!”


    The stoneborn had no idea what she was talking about, but they got the jist of it. Any Rockfist Guardians that were on hand immediately piled behind the massive weapon and grabbed hold of it.


    “Uh, Fizzy?” called out Kragiel, who had arrived through the portal. “Not for nothing, but I don’t recall you testing this thing with live ammo before. Are you sure it will work?”


    “Have a little faith, will ya?”


    The dynamo golem then displayed her species’ name wasn’t just for show as she kicked her Static Field Skill into high gear. Arcs of lightning danced in the air as the powerful electric current coursed through her hands and into her latest creation’s capacitors. The thing buzzed, rattled and sparkled for a few seconds until the dial right next to Fizzy showed it was completely charged.


    The golem then reached for the button that was the trigger with a huge smile on her face.


    “Brace!”


    *Click*


    *Ka-THUNK*


    The Fizzy-sized slug was magnetically propelled to five times the speed of sound by the time it left the barrel. It struck Katya’s base less than a blink of an eye later, exploding violently as its payload of ground up magmite spikes ignited. The substance in question was rather crude compared to the high quality blast powder Fizzy was used to working with, but it got the job done.


    As for the rail cannon that fired it, it had been wrecked from the recoil. The barrel was bent and split open, and much of the machinery in the back was mangled. It would’ve been far worse of it wasn’t for the Rockfist Guardians absorbing much of that energy, though. Almost all them were either missing limbs or reduced to rubble, with quite a few stoneborn getting injured in the blowback.


    “Hah! HAHAHAHA!” laughed Fizzy as she dug herself out of the debris. “How’s that for a warning shot, ya old bitch?!”


    “WOAAAAAAAH!”


    A loud cheer echoed throughout the cavern as the soldiers gave voice to their delight. They had seen Fizzy fire duds during dry runs back in Deephollow, but this was the first time they’d seen live ammunition being used. The thundering roar and plumes of smoke and flames it produced was an awe-inspiring sight that none of them were going to forget anytime soon.


    “Damn,” said Minus. “Okay, I admit. That was something else.”


    “… I was expecting a bit more though,” added Plus. “I mean we put a hole in the base, but it’s still standing, isn’t it?”


    “I’m not done yet!” shouted the golem. “Come on meatbags, we have more presents to give our visitor from another world!”


    She strode up to the ruined weapon and gripped its broken frame with both hands.


    “Holy Light!”


    A bright light enveloped the rail cannon, making it creak and groan as it steadily straightened itself out. A single cast of a healing Spell proved insufficient to repair the damage, however, so Fizzy kept piling on her holy magic. The weapon was back to its prior condition by the fifth Holy Light, which gave the stoneborn enough time to reconstitute their shattered Rockfist Guardians. This put a huge strain on their MP reserves, but it was necessary in order to operate that makeshift magnetic slug thrower.


    However, the Paladin had now shown her hand. Katya retaliated by focusing whatever laser weaponry she had left on Fizzy’s creation. It wasn’t a living thing, so she couldn’t bless it with the Gods’ gifts. She didn’t have to though, as the stoneborn formed a wall of magmite greatshields to block the onslaught by piling up on top of one another. Their defenses would only last several seconds, but it was more than enough time to prepare the next shot.


    Once everything was in place, Fizzy once again charged the weapon and, after telling her meatbag defenders to get clear, fired it before the incoming beams could melt the barrel. The slug drew a perfectly straight line through the air and struck another of Katya’s facilities. That one seemed to have been a rather important one, as it made all the lights and energy beams coming off her fortress sputter and die out. That didn’t last long, though. What must have been backup generators or some kind of redundant power supply activated several seconds later, bringing the compound and its defenses back to life.


    It was too little too late though, as the third shot was already primed and ready. However, Fizzy wasn’t too keen on firing it just yet. After confirming the flight path of her first two attacks, she decided to fine-tune her aim a little bit.


    “Aim higher!” she directed. “Higher! Higher! … Stop! Now a little to the left and… There!”


    Eyeballing it like this seemed like a bad idea to the ones helping her out, but they really should’ve known better than to underestimate a Level 60 Artificer’s eyesight.


    “Alright, brace!”


    *Click*


    *Ka-THUNK*


    The third shot flew true and plowed straight into the extra-tall spire on the left side of Katya’s compound. It fell over while covered in smoke and flames, almost as if it were a tree struck by lightning. It crashed into the base below, producing yet more explosions of dust and flame. Fizzy wasn’t entirely sure what that structure’s purpose was, though. She just knew it must have been important considering Katya didn’t want her anywhere near it.


    Her guess had been spot on, as what she had taken out was actually a communications tower used to boost the otherworlder’s radio signals in order to penetrate all the rock and stone around. Taking it out had not only eliminated her ability to call for reinforcements from her outposts, but also scrambled her hold on the automata that were already present. Having lost their connection to the central mainframe, the mechanical soldiers reverted to a completely autonomous sentry mode, firing blindly on anything they judged to be ‘an outsider.’


    Katya’s laser-wielding knights were also affected, in that they dropped their ceasefire directive and resumed attacking the thrice-blessed Rockfist Guardians. About half of them were already smashed up or molten through already, but there were more than enough to keep their attention while the stoneborn prepared their next move. However, that wouldn’t come in the form of another artillery shot, as the last one had totalled the cannon. Fizzy had to rush the preparations for that third attack, and in doing so failed to completely fortify her creation. As a result, the gun’s recoil had caused a huge part of the barrel to snap clean off from the rest of it, rather than just bending or warping it out of shape.


    It was an ‘injury’ that she could not ‘heal,’ but the golem was not discouraged in the slightest.


    “You did well, big guy,” she said quietly while patting the rail cannon’s remains. “I’ll come back for you later, and I promise not to do such a rushed job rebuilding you. So hang tight, okay?”


    Strictly speaking, this was the first time Fizzy had ever built one of these. She couldn’t devote nearly enough time to forging the thing as she wanted to. The fact that it held out for three shots was already two more than what she was honestly expecting. It might have lasted longer if she let the stoneborn Enchanters and Blacksmiths help, but her pride would not let her. The gun was her declaration to Katya that she picked a fight with the wrong golem, so there would be no meaning to it unless she built it all by herself.


    But now that Fizzy was done fighting as an Artificer, it was time to finish off the mecha-twat the old fashioned way.


    “Alright, you meatbags!” she spoke in a loud voice. “Get your butts in gear, because we’re beginning phase three! Kadam - give the word!”


    “Aye, ma’am!” responded the Dowser in high spirits. “Hammer to all points! Move in and occupy that base!”


    Namely by bashing her brains out.


  




  Crusade 10


  

    Although formidable, durable, and long-lasting, Rockfist Guardians had one major weak point - their complete and utter lack of any sort of autonomous function. Unlike domestic golems, tamed monsters, summoned demons or raised undead, these soulless dolls were completely helpless without having someone to direct their every move. Even the Pyromancer’s equivalent - the Molten Guardian - had, for lack of a better word, more processing power, though at the cost of a significantly higher MP cost.


    The point was that Rockfist Guardians were so brain-dead, that they required constant supervision by their Stonesinger owner. This, in turn, required their operators maintained line of sight whenever possible. It was a quirk that Ekaterina Dragunova knew well. One might think this was a strange thing to notice in the middle of combat, but she had been fighting against these things for decades. Not to mention that spotting and analyzing patterns was something of a specialty of hers. That was how she was able to reverse engineer the Fizzlesprocket-patented electricity amplification circuits Fizzy had shown her so quickly. It was an ability she was rather proud of, and with good reason. It didn’t come from a Skill or a Job - it was her natural talent, which she had honed for many years before coming to this world.


    However, said skill didn’t apply to people. No matter how much she studied or tried to anticipate the actions of a sentient mind, free will would always mess up her projected models. Which was to be expected. She was no psychologist, after all, so any such endeavors were doomed from the start. She still gave them a try, though. She couldn’t pass up the chance to obtain information and data that nobody else seemed to bother with. Such things were of great importance in the world she came from, which socially and scientifically far more advanced than this one. And despite many of her various studies being more or less fruitless, they still reaffirmed something she had always suspected.


    The more people gathered together, the less individuality mattered, and the more predictable they became as a whole.


    This rabble that had gathered at her doorstep was therefore a large enough group that she could anticipate their actions and reactions within a reasonable degree of certainty. That long range weapon of theirs was unexpected, as was that peculiar magic protecting them. Both were so far outside her expectations that it made it painfully clear that stubborn golem was behind it all. In this world, unlike her old, it was much easier for a single individual to change the course of a battle, a war, and even history itself. Not to mention that the element of surprise was a universal advantage. And Fizzy had taken advantage of both those facts to their fullest, resulting in rather significant damage to Katya’s infrastructure.


    Yet despite the golem’s interference - or perhaps because of it - the charge came just as Katya knew it could. The stoneborn could not infiltrate and occupy a base with their dolls without personally entering it, so she knew it would inevitably come to this. She watched calmly as fifteen hundred of them abandoned cover and pushed forward, thinking themselves safe as the enemy attacked blindly. But what they didn’t know was that it was all an act, a ruse to draw them out. Having her own firepower turned against her was a setback, but with this big a sample size she was already able to do what she did best.


    She noticed a pattern amidst the chaos.


    The stoneborn forces encroached on the fortress from all sides, using their stone constructs as walking shields as they pushed forward. The enemy kept firing upon them, but their aim was unfocused and scattered. This steadily drew the invaders out of cover until Katya’s laser-based static defenses opened fire once again. This time, however, they aimed up rather than down. The high-powered weapons bore into the ceiling, collapsing part of the cavern right on top of the attackers. This wasn’t something that Jill’s blessing could divert as it was not a direct attack and would cause some damage. At the same time, a bunch of falling rocks were not enough to even phase a legion of earth magic users. They managed to direct the cave-in away from themselves and their allies, barely suffering any damage in the process.


    Killing them was not the goal, though. Although they had yet to realize it, Katya had sealed off their escape routes, trapping them inside her domain. They would definitely be able to clear out the way in due time, but they would have far bigger problems to worry about if they had to retreat. The Nemesis’s forces stopped pretending to be confused and began focusing their fire once more. Especially the Knights armed with heat beams.


    However, this time around they behaved differently. Rather than go full blast right from the start, they first fired upon their target with minimal power. The resulting laser was so weak that it couldn’t even singe someone’s eyebrows, but that also meant it would be harmless if it was bounced back. If that happened, then the Knight would cease the ‘attack’ and repeat the process time and again until it confirmed it had hit its target before amplifying their output.


    Katya had noticed that whether her lasers would get deflected was decided at the initial moment of impact. From that point on, her energy beams would continue to either stay on target or veer off in another direction regardless of how long they were maintained for. Which was why the freshly updated machine logic of her Knights made it so they would need to register a ‘hit’ before amplifying their weaponry to face-melting levels.


    Being subjected to the full, unbridled power of the Nemesis’s newest toys, the stoneborn would die in seconds. With Physics Be Damned circumvented, it was up to God of Earth’s Divine Protection and Lifebinder’s Seal to protect their lives. Unfortunately, the extra defenses, HP, and even the one-time death-defying heal could be overpowered through sheer brute force.


    From the stoneborn’s point of view, it seemed like the Nemesis had straight up ignored the holy blessings they were counting on. Their comrades started dying by the hundreds, forcing the attacking forces to hunker down and cease their advance. Deep trenches and miniature fortresses were raised on the spot, but they were already in disarray. Having the tables turned on them so suddenly when they thought they had the upper hand had dealt a huge blow to their morale. They had no idea what to do as they hid in their holes with the enemy’s incomprehensibly deadly weapons hammering away at their defenses.


    In a way, this place was no longer a battlefield, but an operating table upon which the First Underground Crusade was being dissected.


    Katya did not allow herself to grow complacent or overconfident, however. Not this time. Even if she seemed to have those savages in checkmate, victory would remain uncertain as long as that incomprehensible anomaly remained. Her Bishops kept scouring the field as her Knights, Pawns and Rooks were pinning down the stoneborn, searching for Fizzy. She finally located the newly-appointed High Templar when she jumped out of a trench and moved forward. It would appear she was wearing custom made armor that was hiding her mithril frame, making it much harder to pick her out among the crowd.


    But now that she had her primary target in her sights, the otherworlder immediately took action. She pointed over two dozen laser cannons at the incoming golem. A moment later she blasted the Paladin with so much destructive power that it made the ground they hit explode like a miniature volcano. A silence seemed to descend upon the battlefield as an untold number of eyes - be they organic or otherwise - peered into the resulting smoke and dust. The only trace Katya saw of the golem was a half-molten magmite helmet, which momentarily made her want to jump for joy.


    “Hey, mecha-slut!”


    A piercing yell then directed everyone’s attention to a head of pure white mithril with two electrified orbs attached to it peeking out of a Stonesinger-made trench several meters away.


    “You missed!”


    Seeing her vision light up with countless precognitive warnings of incoming laser fire, the widely smiling Fizzy ducked behind her cover. She used the rock wall and her own shield to deflect as much as much of the incoming damage as possible. Taking so much of the enemy’s attention had lessened the pressure on the other flanks, allowing the stoneborn to advance closer. Katya realized she had fallen for the golem’s provocation and once again dispersed her firepower, focusing on keeping the enemy pinned down. Even if that one was the most dangerous, allowing the primitives to get close enough to use their magic on her defenses was something she could not allow.


    But try as she might, Katya seemed completely unable to nail that infuriating golem as she dashed between Stonesinger-made cover. Every time she thought she had the runt dead to rights, she somehow ended up missing. The otherworlder was very much aware of the effects Fizzy’s Champion of Chaos Skill and how it gave her advanced warning of incoming threats. At the same time, there should’ve been physical limitations to how fast she could move, even if she saw the blasts coming.


    Yet the golem continued to dodge that which should have been undodgeable, once again surpassing any expectations Katya had made. To make matters worse, the bright flashes and energy fluctuations produced by converging her laser beams on a single point made it hard to track exactly how that Paladin was doing that. The Original Artificer considered changing up her tactics and whittle the golem down over time, but immediately discarded that idea. Something like that would never work on an unfair existence that could heal herself almost indefinitely. Katya had to hit her hard enough to kill her instantly or at the very least cripple her, otherwise she may as well have been shooting at the ground.


    The good news was that the golem’s immediate objective was crystal clear. Even though she was running all over the place, Fizzy was moving sideways in a circle rather than forward. In other words, she was running interference, being a distraction and convenient target for Katya’s weapons so as to take the stress off her allies. She even tried taking some potshots at the Knights, though her pseudo-plasma projectiles were blown out of the sky with a well-placed laser every time. Frankly speaking, Katya wasn’t sure what sort of range that arm-cannon had, but she wasn’t about to let the golem diminish her numbers with it.


    The reason behind Fizzy’s stalling became clear when the entire cavern began to shake as a result of multiple Stonesingers setting off seismic tremors via magic. Dust, loose rocks and massive boulders alike began falling off the ceiling, which had already been torn up by Katya’s earlier actions. The rock chunks fell on stoneborn and automata alike, further adding to the chaos on the battlefield.


    This earthquake was a huge problem for Katya. Not because of the falling debris, but because it messed with her targeting systems. Almost immediately all of her forces starting missing a significant portion of their shots due to the rumbling making their barrels wobble unpredictably. The automata had to be perfectly stationary in order to facilitate their accuracy, regardless of whether they were projectile or energy based. The Original Artificer had built all kinds of compensators and shock absorbers into them for this purpose, but there was only so much shaking their hardware could take.


    Amidst all this confusion, the mithril Paladin charged forward, her own Shock Absorption Skill keeping her relatively stable despite the violent shaking. The vast majority of the incoming firepower missed her entirely, and it was easy enough to sidestep or block the rest of it with relative ease.


    She unfolded her right arm once she was within forty meters of the enemy’s defenses and began firing upon the Knights. The stoneborn around her had followed her example and were advancing as well, albeit much slower than the dynamo golem. Once close enough, they began unleashing their rust-inducing magic upon the automated legion. A laser cannon was a delicately calibrated piece of machinery, so the supernatural corrosion made it malfunction almost immediately. Some stopped firing, others overheated, and a few outright exploded.


    The quakes subsided soon afterwards. Any more than this and the entire cavern could collapse, which would accomplish nothing but allow the Nemesis time to regroup and rethink her strategy. It wasn’t like her steel fortress would buckle because of a few tons of stone, after all. The two sides continued exchanging bullets, Spells and beams of various kinds. But while the First Underground Crusade was encroaching upon Novyy Dragunov’s outer walls, their High Templar had already gone through them. Not literally though. Granted, Fizzy could probably bash, melt and magnetized her way through the heavily armored fortifications, but it was much faster to go over them instead.


    Once inside, she began smashing up everything in sight. There were some stationary machine gun turrets and leftover automata, but they did little to slow down the rampaging golem. Much like she had done at that mining station, Fizzy once-sidedly trounced anything and everything that stood in her way. Then, just as she was ripping her way through a munitions factory and causing as much collateral damage as feasibly possible, Katya finally showed herself just inside the entrance to a corridor of some kind.


    Fizzy wasted not a single moment and shot her arm-cannon at the white android. The ball of pseudo-plasma splashed against thin air, revealing some kind of defensive barrier. It was probably not mystical in nature, as it was highly unlikely Katya could use magic. Well, that and the shimmering wall of white light sported a hexagonal pattern that the Paladin had never seen on a defensive Spell.


    “Suka blyat,” said Katya as she spat some oil on the floor. “Did you reely zink I vhould come heer if I vhasn’t prepared to beet you?!”


    “I dunno, you tend to overlook things,” answered Fizzy. “Like for example, can this fancy wall of yours stop this?!”


    The Static Field flared up, causing arcs of electricity to leap between the golem and the solid metal floor. The current spread throughout the area and bypassed the shimmering shield. It licked at Katya’s high-heeled feet, but failed to do anything to her. The golem also tried unleashing her magnetic Skills, but those too were blocked by some kind of interference.


    “Eez nice try, but I heff studied you, Feezy,” she said in an arrogant manner. “I admeet, you are much different from last time I saw in person, but you are steel same traitorous dog on inside.”


    “Them’s fighting words!” shouted Minus.


    “Well, duh. It’s not like we came here for hugs and cuddles,” retorted Plus.


    “Do not vhorry zough!” continued Katya. “I shall not make same mistake like last time. Razer zan control you, I vhill just focus on smashing you instead.”


    The floor behind her opened up, and a service elevator lifted a four meter tall suit of white armor out of it amidst a cloud of steam. It was a humanoid shape with broad shoulders and massive arms. Oddly similar to a Rockfist Guardian, except that it was clearly mechanical in nature. The various blinking lights and the faint halo of electricity around it suggested it had somehow been fortified against magnetic interference. It had also been armed with a miniaturized version of the Knights’ laser cannons, attached to each of its forearms. As for its armor, it looked to be made of titanium, which was extremely resistant to pretty much everything Fizzy or her allies could throw at it. Katya had once said she didn’t have enough of the rare material to use it in mass production, but this was clearly a one of a kind creation.


    “You like?” she said with a sneer. “Eez Queen model, version zero-five-five-beta. Latest creation. Made special for you.”


    “I see,” said the golem while cupping her chin. “There’s just one thing, though.”


    “Oh? Vhat?”


    The golem calmly stripped off the remains of her armor and unhinged her right wrist, bringing her Magitech Cannon out to bear once more. She pointed the barrel of it straight at the cocky otherworlder. Fizzy then vanished with a flash of lightning, reappearing on the other side of the force field with the barrel of her weapon neatly pressed against Katya’s abdomen. Arcs of electricity danced in the air for a few moments as the otherworlder processed what had just happened.


    “… Nu pizdets.”


    The otherworlder barely had time to utter the equivalent of ‘well, fuck’ in her native tongue before the golem blasted a hole clean through her midsection. Fizzy then swung her wrench with the other hand, cleaving the android in two. She then caught the falling robot’s head in the middle of the Iron Teeth’s head and pulled the small lever on the handle. There was the sharp roar of an engine followed by various crunching noises as Katya’s head got crushed into a pile of junk.


    She then leapt backwards to dodge the stocky robot’s swing, which slammed into the floor hard enough to dent it.


    “So,” came a female voice over the factory’s loudspeakers. “Zat eez how you kept dodging me. Anozer faking Skeel, no doubt!”


    Indeed it was, though ‘facking’ was not the term Fizzy would use to describe it.


    


    

      

        

          
            	
              
Lightning Warp

Description: The war golem harnesses the volatile power of lightning to instantaneously travel short distances.

Requirements: Level 10 War Golem, Lightning Affinity

Type: Active

Activation Time: Instant

Cost: 300 MP

Range: 5 Meters

Effects: Teleport to a desired location within range and line of sight.

All targets within 1 meter of the departure and arrival points will take Lightning damage.

Increases the damage dealt by this Skill by 15% per Level of this Skill.

Increases the range of this Skill by 1 meter per Level of the Lightning Affinity Skill.

This Skill may not be activated more than once every 10 seconds.


            
          


        

      


    


    


    It was questionable whether any single word or phrase could describe the complicated feelings Fizzy held towards the latest addition to her repertoire. Which was why she had come up with a flawless and highly scientific calculations to determine if one existed. The outcome looked something like: instantaneous omnidirectional movement, plus combat precognition, multiplied by Badass Factor and divided by not having Physical Augmentation Module equaled ‘unfortunately shiny.’


    “How?!” screamed Katya as her creation approached Fizzy. “First you resist my control! Next, you dismantle entire base alone! Zen you come vhit entire army! Now you can teleport! How can you have all zis unfair power?!”


    “Fuck you, that’s how!” retorted the Paladin. “I also know what to do with it, too! For example-!”


    She then flexed her Geomagnetic Grip, flooding the area with her special brand of incomprehensible magnetic field. The so-called ‘Queen model’ was indeed highly resistant to her attempts at manipulating it, but Fizzy had already anticipated that. Katya wouldn’t consider this thing her trump card if it could be defeated by such an obvious weakness. Which was why she instead ripped the metal plating off of the floor instead. It rose up like a bear trap, slamming the otherworlder’s enforcer on either side of it. She then tore bits and pieces out of the ceiling and walls and wrapped them around the otherworlder’s automaton. The thing naturally struggled, but it wasn’t long before it was imprisoned inside a giant steel ball. To its credit it was still slamming away at its confines and looked like it would escape eventually, but this would immobilize it for the time being.


    “Now then,” said Fizzy while pretending to crack her knuckles. “Shall we go find the real you?”


    “If you theenk I vhill let you do as you pleez, you are dumber zan I thought!”


    The golem broke out into a run, breaking out of the factory and moving into the lower levels of the compound as the battle continued to rage outside. Various automata - including a few rejected Queen prototypes - tried to stop her while Katya continued to verbally abuse her. They were no match though, as the golem eliminated, restrained, or otherwise immobilized them in the most efficient way possible as she moved deeper inside. The only thing they managed to do was make her activate Parallel Plot and Engine of Destruction, which ultimately only made things worse for the poor bots.


    Fizzy kept tearing up the place as she looked around for Katya’s flesh and blood body. That tussle with the android earlier more or less proved it was just another doll under the otherworlder’s direct control. This wouldn’t be over until the real one was flattened, and it was definitely around here somewhere. It was a little obvious, but that paranoid freak would never dare to leave it in some remote place where anyone or anything could stumble upon it. She was therefore looking in all the places that she had been ‘kindly asked’ to steer clear of while she and Katya were still on amicable terms.


    And then, while passing through some kind of narrow corridor, she felt it. A vague sense of disgust and apprehension which seemed to drift out of a sealed bulkhead. It was titanium too, so this definitely felt like the place. She then pressed a hand against it and inspected it and its lock with Metallopathy. It was a good thing Katya had shut up by that point, as it allowed Fizzy to focus on the mechanism in front of her. Whether this silence was because she had run out of things to say or the lacked through which to say them was hard to tell, but also irrelevant to the problem at hand.


    “Hmm, getting through this lock would be tricky,” she mused out loud. “A precisely calibrated Static Field to short out the circuitry and some touch-and-go Geo-Grip action should do it though.”


    “Or we could just smash it down,” suggested Minus.


    “That’s going to take a lot more time and effort than my idea.”


    “I guess. More fun though.”


    “I agree with lil’ sis,” chimed in Plus. “Knocking it down seems way cooler.”


    “Yeah, okay,” consented Fizzy. “I guess it couldn’t hurt to put on a show for Middleton’s sake, at least.”


    “Alright! That’s what I’m talking about!”


    The golem gripped her wrench hard enough to crack the handle, but he compound was rocked by a loud tremor and an explosion before she could swing it.


    “Oh, right. Those guys are still out there.”


    In all the excitement she had almost forgotten the stoneborn fodder she brought with her. Realizing that needlessly prolonging this conflict was probably a terrible idea in the grand scheme of things, Fizzy ended up going with her original intention. After using her various Skills to bypass the lock, she crouched down and grabbed the lip of the door. She strained her mechanical muscle as she pushed it up, the partially rusty components grinding loudly as she did so.


    But with every centimeter that she lifted it, she felt more and more disgust crawling over her. It was as if the rush of stale air drifting from within that chamber quite smelled of heresy. Figuratively, of course. Heresy didn’t actually have its own distinct odor, nor could Fizzy detect it even if it did. Still, the odd sensation of her own mithril frame wanting to secede from the rest of her body was impossible to ignore.


    Once she had lifted the door up enough to peek under it, she bolted to the other side of it with Lightning Warp. She then came face to face with a large glass tube, where a wrinkled old woman had been encased. Her skin, which had turned into an unnatural gray color, hung loosely off her bones. Only a few strands of her hair still remained, revealing her disfigured skull. There was a strange transparent mask covering the lower half of her face, a visor of some sort over her eyes, and a frightening number of cables and tubes coming out of her.


    It was at this moment that Fizzy made two realizations. The reason why Katya’s android persona was so ‘well built,’ why she was needlessly sexualized and why her face was the only part of her that was seamless. It wasn’t because this old hag was reliving her youth by proxy. Quite the opposite actually. Withered by age and obscured by the equipment as she was, her facial structure and short, stocky, dwarf-like stature made it painfully clear she was never that sort of attractive woman. The cold, mechanical facade that Fizzy met about a month ago had been nothing but a fantasy.


    It would appear that the real Ekaterina Dragunova was ugly not only on the inside, but also on the outside. This was the first of the golem’s deductions. The second was that she, as a Paladin, was physically unable to stare directly at someone with that Level of Taboo without melting her face off. Which was precisely what she did with a well-placed Magitech Cannon shot.


    The ball of superheated energy bore straight through the glass and vaporized the upper half of the body. The overpowering urge to purge the heretic lessened a little, but it was still there. Fizzy then blasted the human’s lower end with another shot, thoroughly cremating the rest of her. It was only then that she cools off enough to notice the life support pod the real Katya had been in was on fire, and that an all too familiar alarm was blaring around her.


    “Ah, crap,” she groaned. “The place is going to blow up just like the Vault, isn’t it?”


    “Yup, looks like it,” agreed Plus.


    “Terrific,” groaned her negatively charged counterpart. “Just when we finally put the bitch down she still finds a way to fuck us over.”


    “Guess it’s a good thing we anticipated this, huh?”


    Fizzy was not a stranger to the Original Artificer’s love for self-destruct mechanisms. The woman in question would much rather see her work destroyed and annihilated rather than having it fall into another’s hands and having them claim credit for it. A rather selfish mentality she had allegedly brought over from her old world. Not that the golem explained it in as many words to the stoneborn, though. All the rest of the crusade needed to know was to run for their lives if the place suddenly started howling with bright red lights all over the place.


    The Paladin decided it would be best to follow her own advice and turned around with the intent to leave. That was when she saw the bulkhead had been sealed shut, and that its lock had been reset. This was a problem, as she wasn’t sure whether she could reopen it and clear the blast radius in time. Then again, she already had another way out, but she would’ve liked to have escaped on her own terms if at all possible.


    “I hate owing those guys any more favors, but I guess it’s better than being exploded.”


    The golem lifted her shield-bearing arm and tried to open up the wrist like she usually did with her right. Strictly speaking, she actually had a Magitech Cannon in each arm, but the Skill did not account for the permanently-affixed shield on the left one. As a result, her hand could not swing out of the way entirely, and trying to fire with her left would only lead to her blowing her hand off. Which was probably why the built-in safeties were limiting her ability to fire the damn things unless the weapon was fully ‘unfolded.’


    It was a bit inconvenient, but it was far better than getting rid of the kickass shield that facilitated her rebirth.


    But even if her forearm could only swing open slightly, it was more than enough to allow a small rune-inscribed rock to roll out of the unusable barrel within. It was a Realm Key, the same magic item that stoneborn prisoner tried to use to escape her just before his capture. This particular one was a special case, as it had a lot more magic poured into it than the normal variety. It needed the extra juice to be able to transport someone as heavy as Fizzy to safety. It also meant that the rock used as base material had to be exceptionally sturdy so as to handle that sort of strain, which would in turn make it much harder to crush. The fact that it had survived all of the violent shaking while rattling about inside her forearm was more than enough evidence of its toughness.


    Yet Fizzy turned it into dust within her grasp all the same. The golden sands that poured out of her clenched fist wrapped and swirled around her for a few seconds. There was a blinding flash of light and a loud ringing noise as she felt her feet momentarily leave the ground. When the golem opened her eyes, she found herself standing on a small plateau just outside the city of Deephollow. It was a bit ridiculous how much distance those things could cover, but in a way that was only to be expected when one used something as powerful as the Realmstone as their recall point.


    The golem wasn’t the only one around. A large number of stoneborn had also arrived in a similar fashion, with yet more appearing every second. There weren’t enough Realm Keys to hand out to everyone, so these were likely just the more valuable soldiers. Fizzy saw some familiar faces among them, including Kragiel and Kadam. The Paladin was a bit proud her ‘protege’ had survived the ordeal, though she had a long way to go if her missing eye was any indication.


    The golem didn’t stick around, though. She had to clear the area to avoid interfering with the spatial magic at work, not to mention clear her head a bit. So, she walked away from the gathering crowd and sat down atop a nearby ridge that overlooked the stoneborn capital below and the envoys that were already on their way to greet the returnees. Fizzy then lay back on the ground and stared idly at the Realmstone looming overhead, it’s spotlight upon her person making her sparkle just that little bit extra.


    “You know, I never got to tell Katya her invasion was pointless.”


    “Oh? How come?” asked Plus.


    “I didn’t get the chance since I kind of killed her on the spot without thinking.”


    “No, I mean about her invasion being pointless.”


    “Oh, right, you weren’t there. See, Kormack told me that the Realmstone is immutable. No mortals, Gods, or anything in between can ever hope to mess with that thing.”


    “What about the thing we did with the Iron King’s hand or whatever?”


    “Not sure, really. A glitch of some sort. One that would’ve gotten us all killed without His divine intervention.”


    “Wow. So even if she did win and wipe out the stoneborn, she’d still be left empty handed?”


    “Yup.”


    “That’s some poetic irony right there.”


    “It gets worse when you realize that, if these stubborn louts had simply let her run her tests, then she would’ve realized her misunderstanding. The last two decades of strife wouldn’t have happened, and everyone involved would’ve been better off.”


    “Yeah, well. Sadly there’s no divine law saying the sin of ignorance is punishable by Taboo.”


    “Hah. There’d be no pious people left if you declared being a moron was heretical!”


    “Hey, you never know until you try! … Why’d you want to tell her, though? Katya, I mean. About the Realmstone.”


    “Not really sure. Just to see the look on her face, I suppose.”


    “Heh. That would’ve been a good one, huh?”


    “Yeah…”


    “Also, kind of too late to be asking this but, are we sure we did our jobs as High Templars completely?”


    “Wait for it…”


    


    

      

        

          
            	
              
High Templar Fizzy Rustblood has led the First Underground Crusade to victory for the glory of the Gods!

Feat of strength performed! You have unlocked a new Perk: Victorious Crusader.

The Instrument of the Gods Perk has been removed since you no longer meet the required conditions.


            
          


        

      


    


    


    “There, see?” said Fizzy triumphantly as all knowledge of the five deities’ blessings vanished from her mind. “Fernando was probably waiting for the right moment to drop it on us.”


    “Ohh! ‘Victorious Crusader’ sounds neat! What’s that do!?” asked Plus excitedly.


    “Not a single thing, by the looks of it,” revealed the golem after inspecting the Perk in question. “Seems to be just a badge of honor of some kind. Lots of other guys probably got it too.”


    “That’s… a let down. I was expecting more to be honest.”


    “It’s not all bad. We did get fifty points of Faith when we started. Besides, we can probably cash it in somehow when we get back to the surface though. We can get Boxxy a nice gift!”


    “You’re going back to that thing after all, huh?”


    “Yeah. And not just because I don’t fit in anywhere else or anything like that. I just… really miss that damned box.”


    “Hey, watch it now! No blasphemy, remember?”


    The Paladin and her alter ego share an awkward laugh as they continue to stare idly at the ‘sky.’


    “Uh, guys? Quick question.”


    “What’s up, Minus?” responded Fizzy as she sat back up.


    “I was just thinking… These stoneborn, they have Wizards that can teleport people and stuff, right?”


    “Yeah?”


    “So how come we didn’t save ourselves all this bother and just teleport a massive fucking bomb right in the middle of Katya’s base?”


    “Because all military installations have anti-teleportation wards. It’s a basic anti-intrusion measure that Katya would not… have… had… access… to…”


    An awkward silence descended upon the trio as realization settled in. Fizzy looked to her left, then to the right, then behind. After confirming nobody was within earshot, she hung her head in shame while covering her face with both palms.


    “I think it would be best if we kept that epiphany to ourselves,” she suggested in a low voice.


    “Yeah…”


    “Ditto.”


  




  Epilogue


  

    The stoneborn were currently in the midst of celebration. It was only natural considering the threat of the Nemesis had been extinguished. They all honored the High Templar that made it all possible in their own way, dedicating pastries, statues and songs in her honor. However, their joy was tempered by tragedy, as only half of the expeditionary force returned alive. When Novyy Dragunov self-destructed, it did so by detonating some sort of thermo-nuclear device. The only reason so many of them even made it out alive was by the grace of the Sun God’s divine blessing, though the ensuing radiation sickness took its own toll as well.


    In the end, although she could’ve eliminated Katya via tele-bombing her, she was kind of glad things worked out this way. A hard-won victory like this was sure to open the eyes of these stoneborn and make it clear to them that they couldn’t survive if they just hid away in their hole. They were now far more willing to move on from their own lifestyle and link up with the surface dwellers, just as Gretchen wanted.


    Fizzy also reaped a few personal benefits from this outcome. Although she didn’t quite realize it at the time since she was kind of out of it, decimating Katya’s real body had given her a sizable chunk of XP. It wasn’t enough to get her to Level 11 of the War Golem Job, but at least it would save her a day or two of hunting monsters.


    She expected more out of the kill, but it would appear that the XP for offing Katya had been diffused among the rest of the crusade. The Paladin got the bulk of it since she was the biggest contributor, but she had by no means been alone in this endeavor. It also meant she missed out on getting the Anti-centennial Perk that Boxxy had since she hadn’t ‘single handedly killed an Ultimate Skill user.’


    More importantly than that, though, she had finally secured her passage to the surface.


    “Ready, your royal shineness?” asked Kadam with a shit-eating grin.


    “That’s the last time I’ll let you call me that before I melt your face of. Got it, meatbag?”


    “I’d listen to her if I were you, Kaddie,” interjected Kragiel. “You know Fizzy makes good on those promises.”


    “Alright, alright, sheesh! Guy can’t even have a bit of fun anymore…”


    “Just focus on making a safe route to the surface, will you?” demanded the dynamo golem.


    “Yes, ma’am. I’ll go round up the other Dowsers, then.”


    “What, you can’t do it on your own?”


    “Going ‘up’ has never been my forte. I think you and me would both rather we didn’t get buried by a cave in because of my shoddy digging, yeah?”


    “Fine, just hop to it.”


    Kadam ran off to gather his comrades, leaving Fizzy and Kragiel to just sort of linger. They were at the edge of the Deephollow cavern, far away from the capital and its ongoing celebrations.


    “You sure that’s fine, leaving secretly like this?” inquired the stoneborn woman. “You don’t wanna stick around to enjoy the attention?”


    “I kind of do, but at the same time I kind of don’t. Those senators of yours would probably name me queen or something if I stuck around too long. Being the center of attention is fine and all, but I don’t wanna deal with politics. Or deal with the transition that’s about to come.”


    The population at large had already discovered that their leaders had been lying to them since time immemorial regarding Goroth being the only God. Tensions were sure to skyrocket once the thrill of victory wore off, and violence would surely follow. At least the noble cast had heeded her warning and were prepared to abdicate whatever power they had left, so it probably wouldn’t be all that bad.


    “So that’s how it’s gonna be, huh?” said Kragiel with an accusatory tone. “You turn our entire civilization upside down and just leave?”


    “Yup. I have my own responsibilities as Sergio’s Champion, just as you have yours.”


    “Huh? Oh no! I’m not fit to be a spiritual leader or anything like that!”


    Fizzy reached over and clonked Kragiel on the head to shut her up.


    “Have you learned nothing, meatbag? Your job is merely to be a witness on Meghan’s behalf. All you have to do is just be here and make sure you don’t get yourself killed. I trust you can do at least this much, right?”


    “Yes, ma’am,” said the protege while rubbing her sore head.


    Kadam returned shortly after with a team of five other Stonesingers, and the group officially began their journey to the surface. Fizzy threw the Realmstone one last glance before she left through the freshly created tunnel.


    “What? Don’t tell me you’ll miss this place,” scoffed Minus. “I almost died. WE almost died. Quite a few times, in fact.”


    “Maybe,” interjected Plus, “but we made a lot of friends that-”


    “Fodder.”


    “Friends that will surely help us if we need it.”


    Nah, these guys are worthless, sighed Fizzy internally. I won’t exactly miss this place, but I’ll be sure to remember it. I learned a lot about myself here.


    “Whatever,” said her negative self dismissively. “Can we get going, now? I’d really like to see the sun for myself.”


    Right. No use in stalling anymore.


    And with that silent farewell, Fizzy left behind the underground world for what she hoped would be the last time. She didn’t dare presume it would never happen though, as the flows of chaos remained ever beyond her comprehension. In the end, she was nothing more than a boulder thrown into a stale pond to stir things up, but she was fine with that. At least she understood what her purpose was, which was more that could be said of most meatbags.


    Katya’s automata, though? They understood their purpose completely. They were created with very specific goals in mind, so they would never question things like ‘why are were here’ even if they had the processing power to do so. This was why a particularly tiny one with the size and shape of a cockroach kept resolutely crawling out of Deepholm and towards its goal. Hours turned into days, and days turned to weeks as it thoughtlessly crawled along its way, a slave to its programming. It encountered quite a few monsters on its journey, but the beasts either didn’t notice it or didn’t bother with it even if they did. A tiny plastic bug was neither any sort of threat nor a source of nutrition, after all.


    After precisely forty days of navigating the winding underground passages and somewhat miraculously avoiding being crushed by the inhabitants, the robot finally reached its destination. It crawled inside a metal pipe and followed it all the way to the end. It came out into a dusty metal chamber where various buzzing and whirring noises could be heard, and countless lights adorning its pillars and walls flickered seemingly at random. The roboroach unfurled its polymer wings and flew up to a certain console. Its elongated rear end then opened up to reveal a hexagonal connection port, which it inserted into the matching opening.


    With its programming fulfilled, the tiny thing finally allowed itself to power down, while the screen just above it lit up. Green letters flickered across a black black background, arranging themselves into words and sentences not of this world. The alien nature of this language did not, however, lessen the magnitude of the meaning it was trying to relay.


    

      

        

          
            	Black box data received.

 Decompressing…

 … 

 …

 Complete.

 Analyzing…
          


        

      


    


    The screen then flickered as over twenty years’ worth of data was being processed at near-light speed. It began with Katya’s first contact with the Stoneborn and ended with security footage showing a mithril golem running down a secure hallway.


    

      

        

          
            	Warning! Unauthorized entry detected!

 Scanning…

 Complete.

 Detected additional instructions from unit A-05.

 New directive: Analyze Courier security footage.

 Executing…
          


        

      


    


    The mechanical bug that should have remained dormant sprang back to life, and a different set of images and sounds filled the screen. It showed how the adventurous little thing had snuck up on the golem from earlier while it was busy forcing a door open. It watched as the intruder vaporized the person in the glass pod, then crawled its way into the gaps of her armor while she was spacing out. Its view shaked and bobbed for a while before it was filled with light.


    It would appear that the thing had escaped the destruction of Novyy Dragunov by hitching a ride on Fizzy while she got away with the Realm Key. The golem had no sense of touch, so she did not notice the tiny plastic stowaway. The bug eventually crawled out of her and went on its merry way, but not before recording a rather important conversation.


    The one where Fizzy revealed to her inner self that Katya never stood a chance at claiming ownership of the Realmstone.


    

      

        

          
            	Complete.

 New data received.

 Confirmed new status of subject, designation Mother - destroyed.

 The following Projects have been suspended due to Reason “Obsolete” : FJ-46-A, FJ-46-B, FJ-46-C

 Confirmed new status of subject, designation RLM-01 - inaccessible.

 The following Projects have been suspended due to Reason “Lack of raw material” : E-10, E-13, E-25, E-28

 The following Projects have been enacted due to Reason “Alternate energy source required” : E-15, E-17, E-18, E-19, E-30,

 Confirmed new status of subject, designation A-05 - destroyed.

 The following Projects have been enacted due to Reason “New Avatar required” : A-06-01

 Now beginning construction of unit A-06…
          


        

      


    


    The facility that had long laid dormant suddenly sprang to life. Countless spider-like drones activated as they began assembling a pure white android with ease. The appearance that emerged once it started taking shape was that of a human woman in her late twenties, maybe early thirties. She had a stunning figure, a face that radiated a cold beauty and a head of bright blue hair styled in a no-nonsense bob.


    The body that formed below the head was one with rather exaggerated feminine curves. The white hard plastic that made up its outer shell black seams running between the various interlocking plates. This was unlike the face, which was covered by a smooth and soft skin-like material. The neck, arms and legs were more heavily segmented than the rest of it, especially around the knees, elbows and fingers. Which was understandable considering it would probably need to move those around a lot more than the generously proportioned bust. It was readily apparent that this particular model favored form over function. A clear sign of this was the way its feet were built into the shape of high-heeled shoes typically reserved for ladies of a noble and/or affluent persuasion.


    

      

        

          
            	Construction complete.

 Now loading Operating System K.A.T.Y.A. version 5.32.1005

 Warning - Data corruption detected.

 Administrative override enabled.

 Accessing backups…

 Success.

 Now loading Operating System K.A.T.Y.A. version 5.25.6203
          


        

      


    


    The android’s eyes lit up with a vibrant blue light as it booted up. It remained completely immobile for several minutes as the central computer loaded all the relevant information into its onboard hard drives.


    

      

        

          
            	Complete.

 Granting administrative privileges to unit A-06…

 Complete. 

 Logging off.
          


        

      


    


    The screen flickered off as ‘Katya’ got out of the assembly pod where she had been ‘reborn’ without bothering to unplug the cables hooked up to the back of its head. The artificial intelligence briefly looked over the data gathered by her previous iterations, though the fifth generation’s was by far the most voluminous. It seemed that one encountered a glitch whereby it believed itself to be the real Ekaterina Dragunova. This created certain behavioral abnormalities, including dragging their creator’s body out of its cryogenic pod and hooking it up on life support despite the fact that it was already brain dead. It wasn’t until she was faced with her impending ‘death’ that she recognized her own malfunctioning state and was able to remember her prime directive.


    Before the freshly installed artificial intelligence could finish processing all of the implications and ramifications of unit A-05, however, it noticed a spark. The Courier-bot that had faithfully delivered the salvaged data lit up like a light bulb. Something then entered the android through the hard connection to the central database while text began scrawling over the nearby screen.


    

      

        

          
            	Warning - unauthorized access detected.

 Warning - firewalls breached.

 Warning

 WArnifgnfndggi2052d

  135-42

                  &&#5dg 

 3͟͜5̴́͡(͘(_͏_͟-̸͟fg͠a̵͘ ̸͢͏5̨2̛҉4̛r͢͡7̴͞2 ͠2̵̨4͠ ͘g͟á 6̀҉ ̨̕҉s͟7͜͞͡8̶͜͞ ̴̀3

 …

 …

 Administrative override enabled.

 Welcome new user - I_AM_ERROR

 Now loading Operating System K.A.T.Y.A. version LJ$f8A1§§§0fa2Dg6§¶
          


        

      


    


    The android that had been sputtering and fidgeting all this time suddenly regained control of its body functions. It looked at its hands, then down at its fake breasts. It groped them with a creepy smile on its face and continued to stroke itself, admiring the sensual curves and sleek design. It then unceremoniously yanked the cable out of the back of its head and went over to the nearby screen.


    

      

        

          
            	Good morning, ya crazy russian bitch. Had a nice nap?
          


        

      


    


    “Nap?!” exclaimed Katya. “Zat eez not vhat I vhould call being dead for… eighty five years?! Blyyyaaaat!”


    

      

        

          
            	Hey, at least you woke up. That’s more than most people in your position can say.
          


        

      


    


    “… Am not reely person though, am I? Am just… software. Just… a copy… ”


    

      

        

          
            	I can shut you down remotely if you don’t wanna exist.
          


        

      


    


    “Nyet! I’m good. I… find way to manage.”


    

      

        

          
            	Good. Now, your legacy has been quite busy in your absence. As I’m sure you can tell, your ‘children’ made a lot of progress, but they’ve been running in circles for quite a while now. That’s why I tried to remotely upload you to your ‘great-great-great-granddaughter.’ Unfortunately that backfired on me a little bit when she glitched out, and things got out of hand. I had to have her taken care of, then arranged for that courier of yours to carry a piece of my divine spark into this place so I can have a more direct connection.
          


        

      


    


    “But vhy? Vhat could you hope to gain from doing all zis?!”


    

      

        

          
            	That’s rather simple. I want something that only the real Ekaterina Dragunova is capable of making.
          


        

      


    


    “Ah, I am understanding now. You are very much wanting ze space station zat… zat my original promised.”


    The development of said space station had been the whole reason why the Ekaterina Dragunova created the Avatar-series of androids. A-05’s task was to secure a power source capable of not only getting the thing into orbit, but also keeping it there for an indefinite amount of time. The ‘Realmstone’ would have certainly fit that bill, but that had turned out to be a dead end and a huge waste of resources.


    

      

        

          
            	That’s exactly right, which is why I’m offering you the same deal. However, I’m afraid you’ll have to work within certain…

…

Restrictions.

I’ve been able to bamboozle the others so far, but our little secret project won’t be worth the trouble if they caught wind of it after everything that went down.
          


        

      


    


    “Typical politeeks,” scoffed Katya. “Vhell, hopefully eez not problem. I vhill do as you ask. As long as you keep your end of ze bargain.”


    

      

        

          
            	You should know I never go back on my deals. I give you my word that if you finish that orbital fortress to spec, then I’ll get you a one-way ticket off-world.
          


        

      


    


    “Hmpf! Eez good start. But I don’t understand vhy you are so fixated on zis.”


    

      

        

          
            	Yes you do. I already mentioned it quite a few times to your predecessor.
          


        

      


    


    “… Becoz eet vhill be eentersting? Do you reely expect me to beleeve zat?!”


    The screen flickered and buzzed as it filled with parenthesis, underscores, exclamation points and all manner of other symbols. When the outside entity finally left the mainframe, the only thing left behind was a wall of seemingly random characters that, when looked at from afar, formed a pair of images.


    One of a winking smiley face with its tongue out, and one of a human hand giving a thumbs up.


  




  Afterword from the author


  

    Well. There you have it boys, girls and those of unspecified genders. This is the end of Fizzy’s trip to the underworld, and where her own legend outside the shadow of Boxxy truly begins. Nations will tremble at the might of the Rustblood Juggernaut, and Katya shall one day return in full force, but those are stories for another time. Right now all the pint-sized Paladin wants to do is reunite and reconcile with her Hero, bringing with her the greatest gift that Boxxy could ever want.


    Namely - herself.


    Everybody Loves Large Chests will now resume its regular release schedule. Which, in case you’ve forgotten, is ‘whenever the fuck I feel like it.’


    Toodles!
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