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Chapter 1: The Great Turtle

A spectral horse almost killed Matteo. Things only got worse after that. Matteo had just finished a mural and was discussing it with the restaurant owner. The mural was a detailed portrait of their kaiju, a faithful representation of the enormous turtle they rode. The painting sparkled slightly in the light of the crystal streetlamps.

"Thanks. You got done faster than I expected. Especially what with the, uh..." Emmanuel trailed off, looking at Matteo’s right arm. Or lack thereof.

People never know how to act around someone disabled. Sure, he had lost an arm, but they didn’t need to make a big deal about it. Emmanuel was particularly awkward about it.

"Well, this is what I do for a living," Matteo said. "I wouldn’t last long as a painter if I let a prosthetic arm hold me back."

He demonstrated by swinging his wooden arm around in a few complex movements. The wires connecting his shoulder to the forearm of his prosthetic arm allowed him to open and close his hand, and the gears within made all of his movements seem fluid. It looked impressive. It wasn’t nearly as good as a real arm, but Matteo had plenty of experience at this point.

"Certainly. I wasn’t trying to imply anything else," the restaurant owner said awkwardly. "Anyway, let me pay you. Eight rings, right?"

"We said ten rings. One gold stater," Matteo said firmly.

As he spoke, the ground tilted to the side. Matteo easily kept his feet, but Emmanuel stumbled slightly. Matteo had grown up here, used to the city tilting every half hour or so. The restaurant owner had only lived here a year, however, and wasn’t used to it yet.

"A stater. Yeah, sure. Let me go get your money," Emmanuel said.

Matteo wasn’t sure why the man was being so stingy. He knew for a fact that most of the customers visiting the restaurant paid at least a ring for a full meal. Just the basic stew and rice started at five silvers.

Before the restaurateur could get far, a racket started up behind them. They both turned to see a green spectral horse galloping down the street. Clouds of steam puffed up into the night air from the horse’s labored breath. Trailing behind the specter was a large shield, large enough for three Wardens to sit on it. They whooped and yelled as the shield scraped and bumped along the stone road.

Matteo and Emmanuel stood on the corner of one of the great turtle’s scutes. Each hexagonal plate had a major road built along its edges. These young men were joyriding down the street, just barely missing the other people on the road. In many cases, people had to jump out of the way of the magical horse.

"Idiots," Matteo said under his breath.

The restaurateur stepped back from the road. Matteo slowly followed, watching their approach. Despite the Wardens’ recklessness, he knew from personal experience that they had perfect control of the magical horse. It was Anthony’s bound artifact, after all. The shield they were riding on was an artifact, too - one that was preternaturally strong and healed itself if it was ever broken. It could have been his. Matteo was so close that day. His heart ached with longing. He shook his head and shut down that line of thinking.

The spectral horse turned the corner at speed, the joyriders trailing behind. The long rope swung them off the street and into the grass nearby. Matteo jumped back farther, the enormous shield missing him by inches. If he hadn't been paying attention, it would have killed him. The shield continued on, crashing into the corner of the kebab restaurant.

A green dome flickered out, protecting the three Wardens sitting on the shield. A moment later, they emerged from a cloud of dust unscathed. The restaurant... didn’t fare so well. The stone corner of the building was completely obliterated. Matteo could hear laughter in the distance as the Wardens sped away, but he ignored it. He dropped his painting supplies and raced toward the restaurant. If anyone had been sitting near that corner when the shield hit...

Thankfully, his worry was unfounded. The few patrons inside the kebab restaurant were able to run out of the front door under their own power. However, one of the chefs had been hit by a shard of stone and his shoulder was bleeding. Everyone else was still in shock, so Matteo took it upon himself to help the man out.

Matteo ducked into the restaurant to get a cloth and some water to clean the wound. He carefully bandaged the man’s shoulder, using skills he thought he would never need again. Apparently, life as a civilian was still dangerous.

"Make sure you see a medic or a healer before you return to work," Matteo said. "If you let it heal without the proper care, things won’t go well." He held up his wooden hand. "Trust me."

The chef nodded seriously. Matteo wandered back to where Emmanuel was talking to someone in front of the restaurant. He still needed to get paid for the mural.

Emmanuel gestured as he spoke to her. "Look, all I am saying is that this is the second time you have fixed my store. The second time someone could have died. I am trying to save lives here. A stone railing around the bend of the corner isn’t too much to ask, is it?"

The woman he was talking to was dressed in long ornate robes, green with gold filigree. A district chief. She walked up to the building as she spoke. "And all I am saying is these kids are giving me a busy night. I don’t have the time to put up a railing right now. Make a request with the mayor’s office tomorrow."

"The mayor’s grandson is the whole reason you are out here tonight. If they cared enough about safety in the first place, they wouldn’t be drunk and careening through the streets," Emmanuel said.

She didn’t reply, focused on her work. She drew an ornate trowel from her robes and touched it to the edge of the building. Stone slowly grew under the trowel, filling up the corner that had been destroyed. The three of them stood there in silence as the artifact did its work. If Matteo had a choice, he would love to bond to an artifact like that. He loved crafting and creating things. She might just be repairing buildings right now, but the district chief could just as easily create grand works of art with that trowel. He shook his head. He needed to stop worrying about things out of his reach.

Once the kebab shop was repaired, she turned to Emmanuel and said, "I can make a small ramp. Maybe next time they will aim for it instead of your building."

"I would appreciate it," Emmanuel said graciously.

While she was raising a curved ramp on the corner of the road, Matteo said, "Does this happen often? The Wardens joyriding like that?"

"Eh, maybe once every few months. This was the fifth time I have seen them since I moved here. Usually they manage to miss the buildings. Speaking of which, are you going to get to the turtle’s head tonight, or in the morning?" Emmanuel said and pointed back to the kebab restaurant.

Matteo turned to see what he was talking about. The corner of the building had been repaired, but not the mural. The destruction had taken out half of the great turtle’s head. He frowned. "Tomorrow, I guess. I need to meet my girlfriend for her birthday dinner in an hour."

"Alright, see you in the morning," Emmanuel said.

"No, wait, I need the money tonight," Matteo said. "I have to pay for this gift I bought her."

"I’m not paying until the job is done," he said.

"The job was done. You saw it yourself. It’s not my fault it got destroyed. Besides, you know I will return tomorrow. I can’t leave it unfinished with my name on the wall," Matteo said.

"Look, kid. I just want the work done so I can move on. I will pay you eleven rings if you get it done tonight. It’s more than you deserve, but I saw how you helped out my chef, Charalampos," Emmanuel said.

Matteo clenched and unclenched his left hand. A single extra ring wasn’t enough for the amount of work he was going to do. But he needed the money today. He didn’t have a single silver to his name right now.

"Fine. But you better send some business my way if anyone asks about the mural," Matteo said. He angrily opened up his painting case and got to work.

An hour later, he was finished again. Emmanuel was kind enough to be ready to pay as soon as Matteo packed up his art supplies. He strung the eleven rings on a small cord and stuffed them into his pocket. Most of those rings wouldn’t make it home.

Matteo hurried through the city, knowing that he was already late. He had promised Eleni that tonight wouldn’t be another late night. Not on her birthday. He half jogged, half speed-walked along the main road. He had been painting on the hex near Tartaruga’s lower left leg. He needed to get to her apartment on the upper left hex. The sun had set more than an hour ago, but the street lamps were powered by the turtle shell. There was plenty of light to see by.

He wished that he could afford the services of an artifact messenger. Then he could send payment for her gift and word that he was on his way. It was just too expensive. Technically, he could afford the rings to send the messages, but Eleni was already getting on him about wasting money. It just wouldn’t be worth it. He would just have to be late. Forty-five minutes wasn’t that late, in his opinion.

Sometimes when he got home on time, she wasn’t even ready. He kept telling himself things would be fine. His anxiety kept disagreeing. Still, there was nothing for it. He was already late at this point, he might as well proceed as planned. He was a full hour late by the time he had everything ready.

Their apartment building was one of the few non-stone buildings on the turtle shell. It was a three story treehouse, and one of the few wooden apartment buildings in town. Most of the city was stone, with thick walls that were cool in the summer and warm in the winter. Their apartment, built high in the tree, was neither. It had a nice view, but then again, everyone had a nice view. The curved shell gave everyone a view of the landscape hundreds of feet below.

Matteo started rehearsing an apology as he walked up the wooden stairs circling the main trunk. Once he got to the third floor, he saw something that caused him to lose his train of thought. He stopped walking, the apology forgotten.


Chapter 2: Home Again

Eleni stood outside the apartment door. A half dozen hemp bags lay at her feet. She had her arms folded, looking out into the distance. She didn’t turn to look at him as he walked up to her.

"Happy birthday, Eleni," Matteo said.

"You are an hour late. You promised to be on time. For my birthday," Eleni said.

"Yeah, sorry about that. I..."

She cut him off and said, "It was your last chance. You blew it. I have been standing here for an hour, waiting for you to show up. After a half hour, I started packing for you." She gestured to the bags lining the stairway. "I promised myself I would forgive you if you returned before I was done. You were too late. We need to break up."

"Eleni, I am sorry. Today wasn’t my fault. There were these town Wardens, they destroyed my mural, and the owner wouldn’t pay me until I repainted it," Matteo said. He was interrupted when the turtle finished another step and everything tilted. The bags slid to hit him in the shins.

She sighed. "This isn’t about today, Matteo. I should have done this a while ago. Look. We are both different people from who we were when we started dating. I am not some hopeless romantic anymore, and you aren’t the swashbuckling hero I tried to force on you."

"Is this about my arm? Am I not enough of a man anymore?" Matteo said, pained.

It always came down to the arm these days. He was handsome and fit. His wavy brown hair was the envy of men and women. When Eleni started dating him, she often said his hazel eyes were piercingly beautiful. No one saw that anymore. They just saw the prosthetic.

"Yes. But not for the reasons you are thinking. I don’t care about your arm. I care about who you are. You used to be brave. You used to fight for what you wanted. Now you hide behind your art. You gave up on the life you wanted. I am sick of paying all the rent while you play with paints," she said, turning her face away from him.

"This isn’t playing, Eleni. I am building a career. We talked about how that takes time. I got eleven rings from this one job. If I can develop enough interest, get enough paying gigs, I can help with the rent. I just need time," Matteo said, despite knowing it was a lie.

"I think we both know this town isn’t big enough to make art your career," she said softly.

"Who cares about my career? If I get a different job, would you agree to stay together?" Matteo said. He stepped into her line of sight.

"It’s over, Matteo," she said. She went back into her apartment and softly shut the door.

He stared at the six bags sitting on the stairs. His whole life was in those cheap hemp bags: one bag of rolled up canvases, two of paint supplies, two bags of clothing, and one bag of parts for the mechanical arm he was working on. There was nothing left inside, nothing keeping him here. After tying the bags together, he swung them over his right shoulder. It was heavy, but Matteo was strong. He used to be in peak physical condition. You didn’t lose that kind of fitness in a year. Not completely.

He turned and started walking tailward. Towards the only place where he could count on someone taking him in: his parents’ house. They had a nice house, built when shell space was still cheap. They might be using his old room for something else these days, but he was confident they would make space for him. His mother still loved him, despite how she had basically kicked him out two years ago. His father did whatever his mother said.

It took a solid hour to walk all the way to his parent’s house, all the way up the shell and down the other side. There were a lot of reasons he had left his childhood home. He was growing up, his parents wanted the space, he wanted to move in with his girlfriend. He was reminded of another reason as he got to his parent’s hex.

The smell.

This close to the tail always smelled slightly bad. It wasn’t overpowering. Even on days the kaiju did its business, the smell wasn’t that objectionable. But it was always there, like a high-pitched sound that never went away. Most people could ignore it, but it was a constant annoyance to Matteo.

He made a mental note to buy some pot-pourri for his room. He still had six rings left. That should last him a few weeks. Longer if his parents didn’t make him pay for food. He was regretting spending the five rings on the gift for Eleni. Not that he could do anything about it now. No refunds on that kind of gift.

She would be finding out what he got her right about now. He smiled slightly when he thought about her answering the door to a dimotiki band. They would be playing her favorite song, the one that had been playing during their first date. Then the bandleader would hand her a sbrisolona, her favorite food. Both of them loved the crumbly almond cake. Matteo thought the gift had been incredibly romantic. She would be receiving it all alone after she kicked him out.

He didn’t hold out any hope that it would change her mind. Make her feel guilty, maybe, but not change her mind. She never admitted a mistake or changed her mind. There was a reason Matteo didn’t bang on her door and fight for her to take him back. She had been right; they weren’t the same people that fell in love as seventeen-year-olds.

His childhood home appeared in the distance. Like its neighbors, it was a stone hexagonal house. Unlike them, it was a single story and only housed a one family. He had grown up here, one of the poorest kids in town. Now that he was an adult, the house was worth quintuple what his parents had paid for it. Any piece of shell on top of Tartaruga was coveted these days.

"Matty, what are you doing here?" his mom said.

"Well, I was hoping I could stay here for the night," Matteo said with a shrug.

She glanced at the hemp bags over his shoulder. "More than one night, I would wager. Wait. Did Elle kick you out?"

Matteo nodded mutely. His mom swept him up in a hug and held him tight. She didn’t let him go for a long moment. "I am so sorry, Matty. You know I never liked her, but I know you did. I know it must be rough for you."

He shrugged. "Yeah, it doesn’t feel great."

"Don’t worry. We can find some place for you. Let me go get your father and we can move things around."

A half hour later, Matteo found himself lying on a spare hammock in the den. It was his old room, but his father had taken it over for his various hobbies and crafts. Thankfully, they still had an extra hammock for him to sleep in. He lay awake in bed for a while, gently swaying back and forth with every step of the kaiju.

...

Matteo spent the next day in the hammock. His mom brought him lunch and tried to convince him to come out of the den. He didn’t feel like leaving. He felt like a failure. He cycled through feeling rage that Eleni kicked him out and shame that he wasn’t a better boyfriend. Both of them had made mistakes in the relationship.

The next day, his friend Riccardo came over. Matteo didn’t want to talk, but Riccardo didn’t care. He literally forced Matteo out of the house. They ended up at a bar, drinking wheat beer. It wasn’t good beer, but the company helped. Matteo was feeling better when he recovered from the hangover. He still mourned the relationship over the next few days. It was a two-year relationship, over in a moment. It took some time to get over it. Not a lot of time, though. Four days after moving back into his parent’s house, he was felling better.

He got over Eleni with a speed that made him feel guilty. He hadn’t been a good boyfriend, and he should have cared about her more. At this point, there was nothing for it. He would just have to try to be a better man for his next relationship. Maybe he would send her an apology letter in a few weeks.

A week later, Matteo and his parents were sitting around the dining room table. It was cramped. They were eating oatmeal, again. Matteo suspected his parents weren’t as well off as they had been telling him. He felt guilty for still being here. It had to be a strain on their finances. He spent the last few days looking for a job. Things weren’t going well so far. There were positions he was qualified for, but the arm threw them off. No one quite believed that he could do the work, even when he demonstrated it right in front of them.

"I was talking to Despoina yesterday. She said something you might be interested in, Matteo," his mom said.

"Yeah, what’s that?" Matteo said.

"She said the Rangers are hiring again. Their yearly recruitment drive. You already have most of the qualifications from when you applied to the Wardens. I think all you need is a recommendation from Deacon Lorenzo, and they will let you in."

Matteo frowned. "I wish I could. I would love to work with an artifact. But they won’t take me." He held up his wooden arm.

"Maybe you should try anyway, dear. I get that the arm is a hurdle. It’s just that... I think you would be great at it. Your training from the Wardens would apply to Ranger work too, right? Most artifacts don’t need two arms, right?" she said.

"Thanks for believing in me, mom. I did actually mention it to the deacon before. He said it would be too dangerous. Rangers have a high mortality rate as it is. Missing an arm would make it that much more deadly. But you gave me a good idea on where I can try to get a job next. Maybe Deacon Lorenzo needs an assistant. If not, I am sure he would have an idea of where I could apply next," Matteo said.

"That’s a good idea, son," his dad said. "While you are out, do you mind if I take a look at the arm you are building? I haven’t seen anything that intricate outside of a timepiece."

"Sure, have fun. I have to reassemble it from scratch, anyway. It got fouled when Eleni threw it in the bag," Matteo said. He didn’t worry about his father breaking any of the complex parts. His dad was a hobby watchmaker and knew how to be delicate.

Matteo cleaned up after everyone was done with breakfast and set out across the shell to talk to the deacon. The temple they belonged to was a hex away, so he had some time to think. What did he want to do with his life?

As much as it pained him to admit it, painting wasn’t going to be a career here. The community wasn’t big enough to support him. Maybe if he was in one of those megacities out west. But then the competition would be fierce.

Besides, he wanted to stay home. He liked it here. All his favorite people lived here. He walked down the avenue as he thought. To his left was one of the farming hexes. That was a job he hadn’t applied for yet. With the magic siphoned from their kaiju, the crops grew fast. There was a harvesting job year round. Maybe if he built himself a scythe attachment for his right arm, he might be more efficient than most.

He sighed. There was a reason he hadn’t tried to get a job there yet. He didn’t want to be a farmer or a rancher. He wanted an interesting job, one that didn’t require mindless repetition.

Hopefully, Deacon Lorenzo would be able to help him out with that. He looked up at the temple as he arrived. It was perfectly symmetrical, as all temples to Ma'at were. She was the goddess of balance, after all. The square building didn’t match the hexagonal construction around it, but there was a reason for that. The temple was supposedly a copy of one of the founder’s temples.

Matteo would love to see the inside of a real founder’s temple. Tartaruga had eaten one last year. Their kaiju had devoured it for the magic inside. The light show that gave off made Matteo really curious to see what it would look like if it wasn’t half destroyed.

"Matteo, my boy. Wonderful to see you," Deacon Lorenzo said.

Matteo smiled and walked closer to the man. That was one of the reasons everyone like the deacon. He had hundreds of parishioners, but he somehow remembered everyone’s name. "Deacon Lorenzo. I’m glad to see you, too."

"It’s been too long. Have you been attending the northern temple instead of visiting your dear friend Lorenzo?" the deacon said with a smile.

"Yes," Matteo lied. "It was closer to where I lived at the time. I am staying with my parents for now, so you will see more of me in the next few weeks."

"Glad to hear it, glad to hear it," Lorenzo said. He gestured for Matteo to come inside and said, "Is there anything in particular I can do for you today? Or are you just here to pray to Ma'at for balance and justice?"

They walked through rows of pews to stand in front of a statue of Ma'at in the front of the temple. She stood with colorful wings splayed to the sides, holding scales and an ankh.

"Well, I am not particularly balanced these days. If she could fix that for me, that would be great, but that wasn’t what I came here to talk about," Matteo said as he looked up at the statue.

Deacon Lorenzo shook his head. "The goddess asks us to be maat, not symmetrical. The balance and justice must be in our hearts, not our outward bodies." He smiled. "I am sure you remember that from my many sermons on the subject. What do you need today?"

"I recently lost my girlfriend, apartment, and profession. I am looking for a little maat in my life. Is there anything you can do to help me find balance with a new job?"

"You have come to the right place, my brother in maat. I hear many things as I tend to my flock. How do you feel about cooking? There are a few restaurants looking for a new line cook," the deacon said.

Matteo scratched his neck. "I tried to learn to cook already. I... uh... failed to produce anything edible."

Deacon Lorenzo chuckled and said, "Let’s explore other options then. You might have heard the Rangers are hiring, but I would hate to have you throw your life away like that. Let’s get you a job that would keep you safe. The seamstress on Tésera Street needs a new delivery boy. Giorgia, lovely woman."

"Delivery boy? Would that pay enough for me to live on?" Matteo said.

"You would have to negotiate with her, but likely not. It would be enough to help your parents out, not more. There is one other job I have heard about, but it would strain the boundaries of maat to tell you about it," Deacon Lorenzo said.

"Please, tell me. So many things have been taken away from me recently. It would only be maat for you to tell me about a better job," Matteo said.

Deacon Lorenzo looked away. "I’m not withholding a good job because I don’t think you worthy, Matteo. It has to do with the nature of the employment." He paused for a moment and then said, "Envoy Panagiotis is once again hiring an assistant. Started interviews today. He pays very well and you are just the type of clever young man he needs. I did not want to bring it up before because..."

Matteo nodded. "There are rumors. Do you know if they are true?"

"He guides our town. It wouldn’t be maat for me to speak out against him," Deacon Lorenzo said.

That wasn’t a good sign. Matteo thought about it. A phrase about beggars and choosers ran through his head. "Can I have a recommendation, anyway? I won’t say I will use it, but I do need a job."


Chapter 3: The Price of Friendship

Deacon Lorenzo walked back to his office and got out a small coin. It bore the image of the clergy, an ankh with balanced scales. It wasn’t worth anything, but deacons only gave them out to people they trusted. The tradition began when most people couldn’t read. That changed in the last hundred years, but the tradition of recommendation coins persisted.

Matteo thanked him and started walking headward. He would find Envoy Panagiotis at city hall, in the headward most hex. Despite the rumors, he was going to interview to be the envoy’s assistant. Who knows, maybe the rumors were just made up. That was the thing about small towns like this. They were an insular community due to the wanderings of their kaiju. It polarized opinions. People were either pious or sinful. No shades of gray in small towns.

The envoy and mayor shared the city hall, offices on opposite ends of the building. They said the two weren’t on friendly terms these days. That might actually be a point in his favor. The mayor hated him because of what happened to her grandson. If the envoy actually hated the mayor, he might hire Matteo out of spite.

It was around lunchtime when he passed the center hexes. He decided to stop and spend one of his remaining rings. He only had three left, having given his parents the rest. He took some time walking down restaurant row before settling on his favorite street food. The smell of döner kebab drew him back every time.

The delicious food came from people atop an enemy kaiju, Yılan. The snake kaiju had tried to kill their turtle twice over the years. He should hate anything to do with them, but he didn’t. Town pride was nothing against the lure of sliced meat in a pita pocket. Moments later, Matteo walked away with "the works" and seven silver in change. Even before he took a bite, he was in a good mood. The stall worker always called him "boss".

As he was eating, he heard someone yell his name. He looked up to see one of his friends walking up, döner kebab in hand.

"Riccardo! Come join me," Matteo said and gestured to the city bench near him.

"Great minds think alike," Riccardo said as he showed off his lunch.

His friend was a giant of a man. They had met last year during the Warden qualifications. Riccardo had decimated most of the athletics course. He had completely failed the combat portion, though. Despite vastly different life paths afterwards, they had stayed good friends. Riccardo was the only one that came and visited him after his breakup with Eleni.

"They do indeed. What are you doing here today? I thought you worked for Madam Demetra on weekdays?" Matteo said.

Riccardo took a big bite of his döner and mumbled, "Been thinking of quitting."

"What?"

He swallowed."I want to quit. Ain’t no future in it. When I started, she said I could eventually get a raise. Nope. She promoted an ass last week."

"You wanted her to promote your ass instead? Are you even a good employee?"

"Shut up. I’m great. Better than that damn Evangelos, anyway."

Matteo shrugged. "Whatever. I would be happy to have a job."

"I thought you had your painting?"

"Nah, the shell isn’t big enough to support a full-time painter. I hate to do it, but I gotta try something else," Matteo said. It hurt to admit that his ex-girlfriend had been right, but it was true. He had just been in self-denial before this.

Riccardo shrugged. "That’s too bad. I always liked your paintings."

Their conversation was interrupted by a thunderclap. Everyone looked up at the cloudless sky. Matteo pointed to a streak in the sky to their east. He turned to Riccardo and said, "It’s an artifact bonded. Looks like someone high level headed towards Carcassonne."

"I bet it’s their anchor, Jupiter. They say he’s level fifty," Riccardo said as he looked at the white streak across the sky. They couldn’t see many details from this distance.

"I doubt it. It’s hard to get to thirty. The leader of the Wardens is only twenty-five. Each level up is harder than the last. I don’t see how anyone could get to fifty," Matteo said.

"Yah, you are right," Riccardo said. "Guy flies so fast he makes thunder, and I think... nah, he’s only level thirty." A wide grin spread across his face.

Matteo grumbled, "Whatever. You don’t know any more about artifact bonded than I do." He finished his döner and wiped his hands off on Riccardo’s shirt.

"Hey!"

"I got a job interview. Need to look my best. Madam Demetra doesn’t care what you look like, does she?"

"No, but I do. Jerk," he said. Despite his words, he stood up and gave Matteo a parting hug. "Good luck, buddy."

"Thanks. I will need it. Stick in there with your job. You have only been there eight months. You will get promoted when you have more seniority."

They parted ways, heading opposite directions. Matteo was thankful that his friend hadn’t mentioned Eleni. He was over her, but it was still an open wound he didn’t want to poke. He looked at the various neighborhoods as he walked headward. The houses were nicer the closer he got to the turtle’s head. Each hexagonal house was bigger than the last. In the neighborhood, before he got to city hall, the houses even had yards with grass and trees just for decoration. He shook his head at the waste of space.

City hall was a building three stories tall, built in the style of the pioneers. It was one of the few buildings on the shell that was older than fifty years. Matteo thought the blocky and severe design was ugly, but most people thought of it as staid and respectable. As he walked up the stairs, one of the Wardens walked out of the building.

The Warden jumped into the air and activated his artifact. As he touched the ground, it parted like water. The man fully submerged into the stone road, popping back up a few yards forward. The artifact gave him the ability to swiftly swim through the ground like it was water. The man sped away, stone rippling in his wake.

Matteo ignored him. He had seen enough of that particular Warden to last a lifetime. He walked into the building and paused to admire the centerpiece of the ground floor. It was an enchanted plinth they used to identify magical artifacts citizens found. He headed upstairs. The first two floors were for administrative and citizen facing jobs. The envoy and mayor had the top floor to themselves. He stopped when he got to the third floor. There were three young people sitting in front of the envoy’s office. Apparently, he wasn’t the only one to hear about the open position and ignore the rumors.

Not that the rumors should really stop anyone from working with the man. Tartaruga town had a fierce sort of patriotism for their little city. The rumors about the envoy revolved around how he hated the town and wanted to move to one of the big cities. Matteo wouldn’t blame him if that were true. Small town living isn't for everyone. As long as he paid well, Matteo would be happy to do clerical work for the envoy.

If he could even get the job, that is. The three seats outside the envoy’s office were full. Matteo awkwardly walked over and stood nearby. The short girl nearest him gave him a frown, but the other two guys ignored him. He knew one of the guys from school, but the other two must have been in different years. They all waited outside the office in silence.

Fifteen minutes later, another woman arrived. She was old enough to be his mother. She took up her position next to Matteo. She looked like she already had the job, standing there prim and proper, with a notebook and charcoal pencil. He wished he had thought of bringing writing supplies along.

Another ten minutes later and there was still no envoy. Matteo was starting to wonder if the man was even in his office. The Mayor was. He heard her shrill voice through the closed door across the way.

A meeting must have just ended. Several people filed out of her office. The mayor followed them. She was about sixty years old, graying hair supporting a circlet with the town’s symbol on it. The turtle shell was also repeated in her dress, a formal symbol of her position of authority.

She saw Matteo standing there. “What are you doing here? The city doesn’t hire cripples. If you were worthy of our attention, you would have been healed by now."

Matteo knew what he wanted to say in response. It was her fault the Wardens had refused to heal him. He wanted to yell and swear at her. But she was the mayor. She could do whatever she wanted as long as it didn’t anger the director. It was completely possible she could get him kicked off their kaiju to live among the monsters below. He couldn’t risk that.

After wrestling with his anger for a short moment, Matteo said, "I agree. I am entirely unworthy of your attention."

It was as close as he could get to just asking her to leave him alone. She scoffed at him and walked away. Matteo looked away from her to see that Envoy Panagiotis had come out of his office. He must have watched the whole exchange.

"I assume you are all here for the assistant position?" the envoy said. When the five of them nodded, he continued, "Let’s get this over with. All of you come into my office and stand in front of my desk."

Matteo followed the rest of them into the office. There was a pair of chairs sitting in front of a large oak desk. Envoy Panagiotis sat in a padded chair behind the desk and slid a communication seashell into his desk as they filed in. Behind him was an enormous map, their current position marked with a stylized turtle. The map had more than a dozen other drawings of kaiju spread throughout the map. He had heard of this map. It was an enchanted canvas that showed their surroundings in incredible detail and updated itself as the kaiju walked.

"Alright, wooden arm boy has his referral from the mayor. The rest of you hand over your recommendation tokens," the envoy said.

Matteo allowed himself a small smile. The envoy hated the mayor. The other four candidates handed over their coins. A few were from the temple of Ma'at, the other two from the merchant house.

"Thank you," Panagiotis said. He tucked them away. He could return them to the owners in exchange for a small favor. "Now, before we get into questions, this position will require substantial reading and writing. I presume you are all capable?"

Matteo mimed writing with his left hand as the rest of them nodded.

"Excellent. I will be asking a series of questions, blurt out the answer if you know it," he said and started reading off questions rapid fire.

"What is Tartaruga’s favorite food?"

"Crystallium!" the young woman said.

Matteo and the older woman said, "Founder’s temples" at the same time.

The other two young men belatedly said "Founder’s temples" as well.

The envoy didn’t react, he just kept reading questions.

"What is three hundred multiply twelve?"

"Thirty-six hundred," Matteo quickly said. He had always been good at math.

"Which three kaiju on the board would Tartaruga eat, given the chance?"

"The mantis, the squirrel, and the elephant," the young woman said, listing off the smallest kaiju on the map.

Matteo shook his head. Turtles didn’t eat mammals. "No, it’s the mantis, the snail, and the toad."

The older woman standing nearby said, "Kamakiri, Coquille, and Sapo."

Matteo frowned. That was a better answer. She had given the actual names of the kaiju he had listed.

The rest of the interview continued like that. The two young men were quickly dismissed, not having the correct answers fast enough. The young woman was dismissed a few questions after that. The envoy suggested she study up and reapply if a position opened up again.

When it was down to the older woman and Matteo, Panagiotis said, "Down to two candidates. I want the final task to be maat. I am sending you two on a research task. I will decide my assistant based on those results." He handed them each a sheet of paper and continued. "On the right are goods that we export, on the left, goods we import. I want you to add one item to each column. Then write me a one page report on why you chose those two goods. Have it on my desk by noon tomorrow, and I will take my chosen assistant to lunch. Good handwriting matters. That is all."

Matteo looked over the list after they were dismissed. His smile grew as he noticed the older woman head towards the library. She wouldn’t find what she was looking for in that tiny building. He had a much better idea. Riccardo would be his secret weapon.

His friend worked at Madam Demetra’s import-export house. She had an artifact that easily moved large quantities of material up and down from the surface. Almost all the trade on the turtle went through her. Riccardo would know exactly what the other cities and kaiju were asking for. It was too late in the day to talk to him today. He talked to his mother about potential exports their town could produce. It was one of the few times that having a gossip for a mother was convenient.

The next morning, he headed over to Riccardo’s job. He bought a pair of icy fruit drinks as he walked over. He mentally thanked Tartaruga. It was getting hot these days, and ice wouldn’t be possible without the magic from the kaiju’s shell. Mana from their kaiju powered all the modern conveniences. Not worrying about being eaten by a monster in your sleep was nice, too.

A short while later, he arrived at Riccardo’s job. It was a building perched on the edge of the shell. Matteo paused for a moment to enjoy the view. They were hundreds of feet off the ground, and the forest stretched for miles in every direction. Mountains were to his left, and the stretch of blue to the right was the ocean. It was beautiful up here.

Matteo supposed that Tartaruga was beautiful, too. Familiarity made it fade into the background, but his home kaiju was magnificent. The shell beneath his feet sparkled with brown and aquamarine flecks. A mile to his right, the turtle’s right foreleg was slowly stepping forward. Kaiju operated on a slower time frame than the rest of the world. One step would take ten to fifteen minutes. Of course, it would move forward a half mile with each step. Sometimes as a boy, he would walk out here to the shell’s edge and imagine what it would be like to be a kaiju, disconnected from the hustle and bustle of the world.

He shook his head and turned back to Riccardo’s workplace. He nodded to the foreman and walked into the warehouse. They were used to him coming by.

"Riccardo! You back here? I got your favorite, dragon fruit ice. Even though it’s the most disgusting flavor, you bastard," Matteo said as he walked in.

A pair of men and a woman walked out from behind nearby crates. They were Riccardo’s coworkers.

"Hello, is the gentle giant around?" Matteo said.

"You might as well give me the dragon fruit," the woman said. "Riccardo had a fight with the foreman a few days ago. He doesn’t work here anymore."

"What? Where does he work now?" Matteo said, surprised. They had talked just yesterday. Riccardo said he was thinking of quitting, not that he had already quit.

"I talked to him yesterday. He said he was going to work for the exterminators," she said.

Matteo’s reaction was to start swearing. Riccardo was going to die.


Chapter 4: Tartaruga Ranger Division

Matteo nervously sipped on his strawberry ice as he hurried tailward. What was Riccardo thinking? Working for the exterminators was the worst idea he had ever had. When the two of them were trying to get certified to work for the Wardens, Matteo had learned about Riccardo’s major weakness.

The man had no situational awareness.

It was the main reason the Wardens rejected him. He was practically useless in combat, he focused on whatever was in front of him, and forgot everything else. Wardens needed to protect the city from threats within and without, and that meant fighting. Riccardo was light on his feet and hit hard, but kept failing the combat test. He just wasn’t suited for it.

Whoever had given Riccardo a recommendation to work with the exterminators must have been out of their mind. Matteo walked even faster. The exterminators went into combat every single day. Granted, they killed monsters instead of arresting people, but that made things worse, not better.

The Warden’s building and the exterminator’s were built next to each other in the center hex. Wardens were given a large and stately building, housing their fifty Wardens, detention rooms, and administrative offices. The exterminator's building was just as big, but looked very different. The Warden’s headquarters were attractive, the exterminator’s were brutally utilitarian. They didn’t have to worry about public opinion like the Wardens did.

The sign above the front door read Tartaruga Ranger Division. It was their real name, despite the fact that everyone called them exterminators. Their job was to kill the monsters that might bother Tartaruga or threaten the town’s citizens. Some called them glorified pest control, but most didn’t. The artifacts they wielded afforded them a substantial amount of respect. They were only a few steps below the Wardens on the social hierarchy.

Matteo walked inside, not quite sure what he was going to do. He wanted to save his friend from himself, but they were both adults. It wasn’t like he could tell Riccardo what to do. His friend was capable and impulsive. He wouldn't like it if Matteo came at him directly. He would have to figure out a different way to talk to Riccardo.

Matteo headed deeper into the building. Since the exterminators didn’t have any customers, they didn’t have an attendant at the entrance. Matteo walked past the offices of the captains and colonel and into the practice arena in the center courtyard. He easily picked out Riccardo since he stood a full head above everyone else.

As he walked over, he saw that most people were watching the action in the center arena. Three people were fighting, two young men in heavy armor up against a woman in leather armor. The men looked like brothers. Each held a disc in their hands, artifacts that moved the earth around to attack the woman. Matteo walked closer, interested. He had heard that artifacts were unique. No two had the same effect.

The woman’s armor was glowing, lines of mana running up and down her body. She was strong. She hit one brother in the chest, sending his armored form flying ten feet. Seconds later, she turned and shattered an approaching wall of stone. She dashed after the other brother, only to be stymied when the ground turned to quicksand beneath her feet.

The first brother stretched his disc artifact forward before he even stood back up. The ground solidified around the woman’s legs. She was trapped in the ground. The closest brother swept his disc around, gathering up a small cloud of sand. With a sharp movement, he sent the sand spearing towards the trapped woman. Just before the attack hit, she burst out of the ground.

She suddenly appeared behind the brother, kicking him towards the first brother. They collided with each other with a loud clang. The pair of them slid all the way to the wall of the practice arena.

With a casual air, she brushed off her armor and walked over to the brothers collapsed on the ground. She said, "You two are getting better at working together. Excellent effort for level fives. You never stood a chance against a level fifteen like me, but still, great job. I would recommend you practice combining your attacks, sand and stone in the same strike."

She only got groans as a response.

Matteo turned to Riccardo now that the entertainment was over. His friend started back and said, "How did you get in here?"

"I just walked in. I wanted to talk to you. Please tell me, are you depressed?" Matteo said.

Riccardo opened and closed his mouth for a bit. "What? No, I’m not depressed."

Matteo motioned for him to follow to an isolated corner as he talked, "Are you sure, not depressed, not suicidal? I am only asking because your application to the exterminators clearly wasn’t a random impulse. You have been planning this for a while, I can tell."

"Well, yes," Riccardo said and rubbed his neck.

"Then there could be only one reason you didn’t tell me about it yesterday. You knew I would convince you not to apply. I would tell you working for the exterminators would kill you. You didn’t tell me because you want to die," Matteo said.

"Shit, Matteo, that’s dark. I don’t want to die," Riccardo said with surprise.

Matteo shook his head. He didn’t really believe that was the reason. He wanted to shock his friend. "Then why didn’t you tell me yesterday? We even talked about jobs, for Ma'at’s sake."

"Because I knew you would get like this. You don’t think I can do this, but I can. I was at the top of the class in athletics. I just needed more practice with combat. I have been working with Emmanuel. He says I am really coming along," Riccardo answered hotly.

"Coming along? That sounds like you are improving, not that you are actually good yet," Matteo said.

Riccardo pushed him back a bit. "Hey. You don’t know. I am good now."

"Who even gave you a recommendation?" Matteo said.

"I don’t need one. They are under quota this year. Anyone that passes the magical aptitude can get in," he said.

Matteo grabbed his wooden arm and gripped it hard. He wanted to grab his friend and shake some sense into him, but that would be useless. Instead, he said, "Riccardo..."

"Whatever. This isn’t about you. I am doing this. Induction starts in two days and the Captain has already accepted me. There isn’t anything you can do," Riccardo said.

Matteo stood there helplessly as his friend walked away. He was right. If Riccardo wasn’t willing to listen to reason, there wasn’t much he could do. He couldn’t protect his friend from himself.

Riccardo started working out on the opposite end of the practice arena. Matteo could tell he was intentionally not turning around. The pair of them stood where they were, the tension palpable only to the friends. The rest of the room continued their combat practice and exercise without interruption. To the left, a short woman sparred with a skeleton. To the right, an older man was throwing ice balls at a young man nearby, who was avoiding them without looking.

There was power and talent here. It reminded him of why he wanted to be a Warden in the first place. Most young kids went through a phase where they wanted to be Wardens, the shining defenders of their home. Matteo’s phase never ended. He wanted to protect those he loved and explore the intricacies of magic. Artifacts were expensive. Joining an organization like this was likely the only chance he would get to wield one himself.

He sighed. He was going to have to leave Riccardo here and let him die doing what Matteo had always wanted to do. As he was coming to this realization, a woman in uniform walked up to him.

"Excuse me, young man. We don’t allow visitors here. It is too dangerous for civilians. I would appreciate it if you left now," the woman said.

Matteo recognized the insignia on her collar from when he had studied for the Wardens. They were technically on the same chain of authority. A shiver ran through Matteo as he made an impulsive decision. "Hello Captain. I would like to talk to you, anyway. Should we go to your office?"

She seemed surprised and agreed out of habit. He made sure to note the name on her office door as they walked in. She gestured to the chair across from her as she sat down.

"Captain Angelica, thank you for talking with me. My name is Matteo Del Fante. I have come here today to apply to be an exterminator, I mean Ranger. I was hoping to be assigned to the same team as my friend Riccardo."

This wasn’t a stunt to convince Riccardo to change his mind. He knew his friend well enough to know that wouldn’t work. Matteo was serious about joining. It was the only way he could keep his friend safe. It was just a bonus that he would finally get to wield magic like he had always wanted to.

"Let’s not get ahead of ourselves with squad assignments. You have to get accepted first. You would have to pass a physical test, a magical aptitude test, and I would need a recommendation from your previous employer or priest," Captain Angelica said.

"Riccardo mentioned that some of those requirements were waived. Apparently our town needs more exterm... uh, Rangers," he said.

Captain Angelica frowned. "I won’t dance around this, Matteo. You are clearly disabled. We need more Rangers, but I won’t send kids to certain death."

He reached into his tunic pocket and pulled out the recommendation coin. The deacon hadn’t meant for him to use it for this job, so he might get in trouble for using it here. Regardless, Matteo said, "Luckily, I can pass all of the tests, and I have a recommendation from a Ma'at deacon. I already know I can access mana from when I applied to the Wardens."

She picked up the coin and said, "It was the physical tests I was worried about in the first place. Since you are confident, I imagine you have some workaround for the obstacle course. Let’s do this. If you can last thirty seconds in a spar with me, I will let you in."

Matteo didn’t agree at first. She seemed confident that even thirty seconds would be difficult for him. "I assume this would be a spar with practice weapons and without artifacts?"

There was a slight hesitation before she nodded yes. Matteo had been right. She had planned on using her artifact to quickly beat him into submission. He wasn’t going to make it easy for her.

Together, they walked back out to the practice arena. She quickly picked up a spear with a wooden tip, and stood in the center of one of the rings. Matteo took more time choosing his own weapon. First off, a shield. He strapped one to his right arm. Captain Angelica was starting to get impatient as he tested the balance on a few of the weapons they had lined up against the wall.

Riccardo walked up to him and said, "Whatcha doing?"

"This is my entrance exam. I gotta last thirty seconds and I am in," Matteo said without looking up.

"You ain’t gonna be an exterminator. Don’t risk your life like that. Not for me," Riccardo replied.

Matteo found the weapon he wanted: a warhammer. He glanced back at Riccardo and said, "You aren't the only one that has always wanted to have an artifact."

Riccardo reached out to grab his shoulder, but stopped before he touched him. Matteo turned and examined his opponent as he walked towards her. She held the spear two handed across her body. Her stance let him know she was planning on using it more like a staff than a spear. She probably intended on knocking him out of the ring first thing.

People gathered around as the combatants squared off against each other. The ring was about ten yards around, with plenty of room to move around, but it would be easy for her to herd him up against an edge. Matteo angled his body so the shield was pointing at her and his warhammer was stretched out behind himself. He stood about five yards away from her and watched her eyes.

"Recruit Dimitris, give us a thirty count," Captain Angelica said calmly.

As soon as Dimitris said thirty, the captain burst into action, sand flying up as she raced towards Matteo. He lowered his stance and braced himself.


Chapter 5: A Fight for Acceptance

Captain Angelica clearly didn’t respect Matteo as an opponent. Not yet. She made an obvious feint with her spear to his right. She followed up with a sweep towards his legs on the left. Matteo ignored the feint and dipped his shield. The wooden spear hit the shield with enough force to clang off and deflect into the sand. Matteo felt the reverberation in his stump.

As the spear hit his shield, he twisted around, swinging his warhammer at her head. The wooden weapon whistled through the air. The captain was forced to back up and bring her spear up to block the strike. Matteo gave her a cocky grin and jumped back to disengage.

They circled around each other, the captain taking Matteo seriously now. The recruit continued to count to thirty in the background. Just from that single exchange, he could tell she was faster and stronger than he was. She must be high leveled, above ten at least. He wouldn’t have a hope if this was a real fight. But all he had to do was survive for the next few seconds. His best move was to stay defensive, drawing out the fight for as long as possible.

She knew that, too, and was surprised when Matteo suddenly attacked. He kicked up a spray of sand and dashed to the right. Even as he was circling her, a spear strike went through the cloud of sand. She had been expecting him to run right towards her instead of running to the side. He brought his warhammer down, aiming for the top of her head. She slid out of the way at the last moment. Matteo had expected some impact and was caught off guard. The captain was able to hit him in his stomach with the butt of her spear. He gasped in pain and scurried back.

Captain Angelica slowly stood up, blinking sand out of her eyes. "For future reference, kicking up sand isn’t allowed in spars." She slowly walked into range as she talked.

Matteo didn’t respond, swinging his warhammer at her instead. She blocked it with ease, but still staggered. He was much stronger than she expected. People forget that if you only have one arm left, it gets pretty strong. He followed up his strike with a swing of his shield to her face.

That was a mistake.

The captain ducked under his shield arm and sliced upwards with the point of her spear. The move severed one of the wires connecting his shoulder to his wooden arm. The arm swung loose, uncontrolled now. As it flopped around, she took advantage of his distraction and gave him a powerful hit to the left kidney.

Matteo groaned in pain, stumbling back. His wooden arm spun and spoiled the followup attack by accident. For the first time in the fight, he listened to the countdown. He couldn’t take much more of this. Five seconds left. He could do this.

In the final five seconds, Captain Angelica stabbed out at him over and over again. Since his right arm was useless, Matteo continued to stumble backwards. He did his best to deflect her strikes with his warhammer, but it was only a matter of time before she made a solid hit.

The stab to his chest knocked the wind out of him, making him fall to the ground. It took him a few moments before he could take an agonizing breath. Matteo looked down to see he had fallen outside of the practice ring. The crowd groaned and walked away. He breathed hard, defeated. He looked up to see Captain Angelica holding out her hand. He took it and she helped him up.

"Knocked out with one second to spare. That’s still good enough for me. You are in. I assume you can repair your arm?" she said.

Matteo glanced down at his right arm. "Yeah, it’s just a cable and a pulley. I can fix it tonight and it will be good as new in the morning." He unstrapped the shield and collected the broken parts.

"Excellent. Let’s go talk to the quartermaster and verify we have an artifact you are compatible with," the captain said and led him through a side hallway.

Despite having passed her test, Matteo was nervous for the first time. He knew he was one of those that could use artifacts, but not everyone could use every artifact. There were different flavors of magic, codified with colors for convenience. People and artifacts each had various magical flavors, or affinities. You couldn’t use an artifact if your aptitude didn’t match up.

His testing with the Wardens showed that he was mostly red, with some green and a little black. If the exterminators had a red artifact, he would be powerful with it. If they only had green or black artifacts, he would be much less effective with them. If they didn’t have any of those options, he would have to go home. People didn’t fight monsters without artifacts, it was just too dangerous.

As they walked up to the quartermaster’s window, Matteo kept telling himself to calm down. It would be fine. They would have something for him. Green was a common aptitude around here, and red wasn’t rare either. Black was rare, but it still gave him another chance at an artifact. He kept reminding himself of the facts to calm himself down.

It wasn’t working.

Matteo was still nervous. He had started this process to help his friend. Now that it was so close to being possible, he realized it was more than that. Wielding an artifact, practicing magic, had been a dream of his since he was little. He was hopeful last year, and it hurt when they rejected him. His hopes were up again today, and he wasn’t sure if he could handle the rejection again.

The quartermaster was a tall, thin man. He was tall enough that the top of his head was hidden behind the window. He slid the grate covering the window to the side and leaned on the windowsill. "What can I do for you, Captain?"

"We got a new recruit. Actually hitting quota this year. You got the test pyramid handy?"

Matteo said, "Actually, you don’t need to test me. I am sixty percent red, thirty green, and ten black."

The quartermaster shook his head. "Don’t have any reds left. They get used as soon as I get them in. Level ups, you know. Got some greens and a black, though."

As the man walked behind the rows of armor, Matteo let out a sigh of relief. He was going to get an artifact. It wasn’t ideal that it would be green or black, but it was better than nothing. A shiver ran through his body. It was happening. He was going to be an exterminator.

The quartermaster returned with three artifacts. A boot, a large pen, and a bowl. Each one had a colored tag attached. The first two were green and the last one was black. Matteo picked up each one and examined it as the quartermaster spoke.

"The boot didn’t come as a pair, so you will have to find a mundane match. It has a resizing enchantment on it, so don’t worry about it not fitting. The pen will only work for right handers, so not sure if that one will work for you. The bowl is just the opposite. You don’t even have to hold it. As long as you are carrying it on your person, it will work."

"Ok, but what do they do?" Matteo said.

"The boot grants crushing magic. It drastically improves your effectiveness with blunt weapons. Next you got the rune scribe pen. You draw a fire rune and it shoots a spark. That kind of thing. Finally, you got the ramen bowl. It triples the effectiveness of any food you eat. You can go longer without eating or drinking. The tester said it would be great with potions or magic fruit. A strength potion three times as strong, health fruit triple effective, that kind of thing," the quartermaster said.

The captain looked up at the quartermaster and said, "What’s up with these choices? They are kind of crappy."

"Yeah, they suck. I usually keep some good ones aside, but the colonel gave me orders. He didn’t think we were getting any more new recruits this year. The good artifacts got used in level ups for the privates and captains," the quartermaster said with a shrug.

Captain Angelica tsked and turned to Matteo, "You don’t have to choose any of these. I bet we will have good options in six months or so."

That wouldn’t work. Riccardo would be dead by then. He needed to pick one of these three. He said, "I think I will go with one of these artifacts. I don’t feel like waiting that long. I will still give it a day to think about, you can only bond with one artifact after all."

"We don’t let recruits bond with artifacts, you don’t get to bond until you are promoted to private," the captain said.

"Alright. I will still think about it though. I will see you tomorrow with my decision, yeah?"

"That works. Just don’t be too late. First day of Ranger training is the day after that, so you will need some time to get used to your artifact," she said.

She explained a few more details and Matteo signed his admission papers. He was official now. He quickly walked back to the practice arena to tell Riccardo. His friend wasn’t there. That wasn’t a good sign. Maybe he was pissed at him. It was possible that Riccardo thought Matteo was going to die, or maybe he just wanted to do this on his own, without help from anyone.

That was just tough shit for him. Matteo was going to look out for his friends. He wasn’t going to bother Riccardo if he wanted independence, but he was going to do his best to keep him alive.

He left the exterminator’s building and jogged up to the city hall. He needed to let the envoy know he was withdrawing his application. He wasn’t ready to burn any bridges yet. He might need to be on the envoy’s good side at some point.

Once that was done he headed straight home. Despite what he had said to the captain, it would take a while to repair his arm. He needed all the time he could get. Luckily, he was already staying at his parent’s house. His father’s tools were the ones that had built his wooden arm in the first place.

His parents weren’t home when he arrived, both of them still at work. His dad worked at the granary and wouldn’t be back until sundown. His mother had lucked into a job at the post office. Few people used their services on the turtle and letters to other kaiju cities only got sent once a week. It was part of the reason she was such a gossip. She didn’t have anything better to do all day.

As he took his arm off, to work on it, he noticed that his father had started assembling Matteo’s mechanical arm. That was nice of him. The arm was an all metal contraption with greater dexterity and range of movement than his current one. It wouldn’t work without crystallium powering it, so it had just been a hobby. He couldn’t hope to afford solid mana on a painter’s salary.

That might have changed now. Not only did exterminators get paid well, they ran into crystallium on occasion. Larger crystallium veins would have a mining town built around them but smaller ones were up for grabs for anyone. Part of the exterminator’s duty was to find veins for Tartaruga to eat. Matteo just had to nick a bit before the great turtle had his share.

He patted his metal arm and promised himself he would be able to wear it soon. For now, he needed to repair the wooden one. He started in, all of his focus flowing into the work. He had to get the measurements and linkages just right or his arm would feel weird. He had spent a solid year learning how to get used to this thing. He didn’t have time to get used to it again.

While he was working on the forearm, he decided to add a pair of straps. It would make using a shield a lot easier. Once he was done with the repair, he strapped the arm back on, testing his mobility. It was good. Just the way he remembered it.

Perfect timing, his dad had just finished making dinner for the three of them. Spiced chicken on a salad of spinach and kale. It was one of his favorite dinners and one that they rarely had. He dug in and looked at his parents as he ate.

His dad was staring at his plate and his mom wouldn’t look him in the eye. They were both acting suspicious. He took a bite. The chicken was really good. It must have been expensive. That fact put it together for him.

"You guys already know, don’t you?" Matteo said.

"Know what?" mom calmly said.

"Oh, don’t give me that innocent act, you guys know," Matteo said with a smile.

Dad couldn’t keep a straight face and laughed. He said, "Congratulations on your new job! We are happy for you."

"So happy," mom said, "I didn’t believe it at first because you said you were going for the envoy job. But I should have known better, you can’t keep your hands off magic. Even when it’s dangerous. I remember a certain incident in this very home."

"Oh, come on, are you going to bring that up again? I was twelve. We needed a new mana stove anyway," Matteo said.

His parents laughed together. Dad said, "Do you like the ‘chicken’? I worked hard on it.”

Matteo looked down at the meat on his fork. It was suspiciously tasty. He said, “Is this monster meat?” He loved monster meat, but he knew his dad.

Dad beamed, “Yes! I caught a shadow bat a few days ago. I used the net trap I was telling you about. Caught and killed before I even woke up.”

“The racket woke up the neighborhood,” mom grumbled.

Matteo shook his head, “Dad, you need to stop doing that. Your contraptions are going to get you in danger one of these days. Leave monster killing to Wardens and Rangers. Like me.”

The celebration dinner put everyone in a great mood. He hoped to be able to take them out to a nice dinner soon. Exterminators got paid fairly well, according to the papers he signed that morning. As he ate, he thought about his artifact choices. He needed to make a decision. All three of them could be great after they were leveled up. But right now, each artifact had limitations.

The boot was great, if he wanted to commit to a close range blunt weapon, which he did not. The rune scribe pen could be great, but he doubted it would work with his wooden hand. Drawing runes was a slow way to attack anyway. The bowl seemed like the worst of the three. Not only was it a magic he only had a 10 percent aptitude for, it seemed kind of dumb. Tripling effectiveness of potions was so limited. Expensive too. On the other hand, he could see it being very powerful once it was leveled up a bit.

He lay down on his hammock as he thought about it. He didn’t like any of the choices. The gentle swaying of the turtle eventually rocked him to sleep.


Chapter 6: A Portentous Choice

As he walked to the exterminator's headquarters the next morning, he thought about his choice of magical artifact. He had resigned himself to choosing the boot. It would greatly enhance his crushing power with blunt weapons. Of the three choices, it was the least terrible. It was the only one that would give him reliable attack power. He really didn’t want to attack the dangerous monsters up close, but he had to choose something. He wanted to be there for Riccardo. Maybe he could get a better one in six months or so. The quartermaster had said they wouldn’t be bonding with these artifacts, anyway.

Before he settled though, he was going to try the pen. It wasn’t likely that he would be able to rune scribe with his wooden arm. It was worth a shot though. He had always wanted an artifact with unlimited possibilities. He would hate himself if he didn’t at least try to wield it. His ten-year-old self would accept nothing less. He wasn’t going to even consider wielding the bowl though. That thing was dumb.

Matteo checked in with the captain before heading back to the quartermaster. He hadn’t noticed it before, but there were four captain’s offices. Two majors, and a colonel. He knew there were fifty to sixty exterminators, so that must mean that these officers didn’t each lead a team. They must be more administrative than combat. That made his almost-win from yesterday even more disappointing.

Captain Angelica told him about an archery range and practice dummies they had set up behind the building. It would be a good place to try out his new artifact before he used it around people in the practice yard. Matteo thanked her and headed back to the quartermaster alone. This place was a lot more relaxed than the Wardens. Despite the military titles, everyone seemed free to do as they pleased here.

As he got to the quartermaster’s window, he realized that he didn’t know the tall man’s name. Matteo decided to be formal and said, "Hello sir? Captain Angelica sent me here to pick up an artifact."

The quartermaster walked up to the window. "Yep, I remember you. Did you decide on what you wanted to use?"

"I will probably end up with the green magic boot. But I was wondering if I could try out the rune pen first?" Matteo said.

He shrugged. "If you want. It’s kind of weak. The waterjet doesn’t hurt, and the spark is just powerful enough to light a fire. But whatever. I’m not busy at the moment. Let me bring it out."

A few moments later, the quartermaster returned with the rune scribe pen and a sheaf of papers. He reminded Matteo not to bond with the pen. Otherwise, the Rangers would charge him twenty-four gold staters. Matteo had to sign three forms before he could even touch the pen. That detail reminded him of the Wardens. The quartermaster also gave him a paper with a spark rune on it. Successfully tracing it with the pen would activate the magic.

Matteo took the pen back to the archery range. There was one other person there, an older woman using a shortbow. He set himself up on the opposite side of the range. He didn’t want to endanger her on the off chance this actually worked.

There was a wooden plank at waist height across the front of the range. He placed the spark rune down on the plank. The first thing he tried was tracing it out with his left hand. Maybe they were wrong and it would work with his left hand. It didn’t. Next, he put the pen in his right hand.

It was slightly difficult to hold in his wooden hand. The pen was big, at least a foot long. It was all black with a metal tip and a band of jade around the middle. The pen was wide at the base, thicker than any of the paintbrushes he was used to. Once he got it situated, he heard a voice whisper in his ear.

"Initialization begun."

He dropped the pen and whipped his head around. No one was there. Then his brain caught up. That was the artifact talking to him. He should have remembered from when he used the shield artifact. He shook his head, embarrassed.

Matteo picked the pen back up and didn’t flinch when it said, "Initialization complete. Begin bonding process?"

"No," Matteo said.

He placed the pen tip onto the paper rune and started tracing it. The metal tip immediately started glowing blue. Matteo’s eyes widened as he continued to trace the rune. It was working. It was actually working with his prosthetic arm. It was harder than he expected. This was delicate work, but he didn’t mess up.

As soon as he finished tracing the rune, the pen tip changed color. It now glowed a deep red. A soft click rang in his head. Matteo immediately lifted the pen off the paper and pointed it downrange.

Nothing happened.

The pen tip slowly pulsed with a red light as he held it in the air. He wondered what he would need to do to make the spark shoot. As soon as he thought that, a fireball appeared in front of the pen and zoomed downrange. It missed the targets there and exploded on the stone backstop.

Matteo laughed in shock. That was supposed to be a spark. That fireball had been a foot wide and created a huge explosion. The sharp crack the explosion made led him to believe it was powerful, too. He must have a much stronger affinity for this artifact than the tester had. Perhaps more importantly, it didn’t fire until he directed it to. The rune had been "stored". That made using it in combat much more realistic.

It was a fantastic artifact, particularly considering the possibility of tracing other runes. This pen could give him all kinds of different magics. This was fantastic! His ten-year-old self was jumping with joy and dreaming of being a city anchor.

Immediately, Matteo brought the pen down to trace the fireball rune again. This time, he tried to aim at one of the targets at the back of the range. When he willed the pen to fire, the fireball sped down range and clipped the edge of the target. The resulting explosion still obliterated the target, sending bits of flaming wood all over.

His eyes widened. This artifact was way more powerful than he was expecting. This was it. This was his artifact. No way was he giving it back now. He looked around the range to see the older woman staring at him. She had a hand on her hip and a stern expression.

"Sorry, this was my first time," Matteo said.

"Give me a second to collect my arrows and I will leave the range to you," she said.

"Ok, yeah, sure. I’ll be more careful next time," Matteo said and set the pen down.

She just grumbled and collected her arrows. Once she was gone, Matteo gleefully went back to practicing. A dozen fireballs later, and he had learned a few things. First off, this thing was dangerous. It was difficult not to think of sending the firebolt, any stray thought would send it flying. Secondly, it seemed to store the spell for a while. At least a few minutes. Once a spell was stored, he could hold it in his left hand without worry. It would only go off when he was holding it in his right hand. The only drawback was the need to trace the rune each time.

The fireball rune wasn’t that complex, but it took him about twenty seconds to trace it with his wooden hand. If he went too fast, he messed up, and he had to start over. Practice improved his accuracy and speed slightly. He hoped he would eventually be able to get that time down to five or ten seconds.

He noticed that he had to wait a few seconds between uses. The tip of the pen refused to glow right after he shot the fireball. He got an impression from the artifact that it needed recharge time. Either that or it was low on mana. He wouldn’t know for sure until he bonded with it. He couldn't wait to graduate.

He walked back to the quartermaster and said, "I have decided. This one is for me. I don’t even want to try the boot out."

"Really? Most people that tried it couldn’t get it to work at all. You are the first that wanted to keep it," the quartermaster said and pulled out another stack of papers.

Apparently, Matteo had only signed the forms to borrow the artifact. In order to actually take the rune scribe pen artifact, he would need to sign his life away. Not really, but it felt like that.

A few minutes and an eternity later, he was done. Before he left, he said, "Are there any other runes you have for the pen?"

The quartermaster said, "Good question. We have a dozen runes on file, but the pen only works with three of them. Not sure why. You already have the fireball rune. I will give you the waterjet rune and the ears rune."

"Ears rune?" Matteo asked, as he was handed the papers.

"Yeah, when you use it, you can hear better. Much better. For about a minute, then the effect wears off," the quartermaster said. Seeing Matteo’s expression, he continued, "Yeah, not super helpful. There is a reason you are the first one to use this artifact."

Matteo shrugged and took the extra runes back to the archery range. He had already decided to use the pen. Any more functionality was just the chocolate shavings on the cannoli.

He tested the waterjet out first. It was underwhelming. It took longer to trace out than the fireball and only shot out fifteen feet. The jet wasn’t that powerful, either. It couldn’t even knock over a target when he was standing five feet from it. If he placed the pen onto the wooden target, it could blow a hole in it. He supposed it would work as a good close combat option. The fireball was a long distance only rune.

The ears rune was disorientating. Once he activated it, he could hear everything: every footstep, every conversation, and the blood pumping in his veins. He heard everything happening within both buildings nearby, the Ranger and Warden headquarters. It was completely overwhelming. He slapped his hands over his ears, but it didn’t help much.

Those sixty seconds were the longest of his life. When the effect finally ended, he promised himself he wouldn’t try it again. Not in the city, anyway. He imagined it was quieter out on the ground. He might try it there.

Additional testing revealed that the pen would work even if he had it strapped to his forearm. That was useful. Many combat movements would cause his hand to open automatically. It wouldn’t do for him to lose his artifact in the middle of a fight with a nematode.

Not that they were likely to run into a nematode. New recruits like him would be sent to clean up the riffraff. Ixodida, dire wolves, or pinworms. Weak stuff like that. He tilted his head. At least he hoped that was how it worked. He didn’t actually know how the exterminators worked. He loaded up a waterjet into his pen and walked inside the building.

Someone in there would be able to tell him how this whole thing worked. He realized he really should have asked more questions yesterday. The Warden admission process was supposedly more difficult than the exterminator training camp. He wasn’t particularly worried about whatever they would throw at him here. In fact, he hoped they would make it difficult for new recruits like him. Exterminators died often, more than any other profession on the turtle. He would take whatever training they gave him.

As he walked into the central courtyard, he saw a dozen people exercising or sparring. One of the practice rings held a very interesting bout. A woman wielded an artifact that gave her a halo of sparks. Every time she touched her opponent, he jerked to a stop. She didn’t need a weapon to completely incapacitate her opponent. Even without her sparks, it was clear she was a trained martial artist. She flowed around her opponent's attacks and attacked from strange angles. She was like a lightning ninja.

Her opponent looked very strange. Her artifact had transformed her completely. She looked like a huge armored animal. Matteo hadn’t seen many animals in person, but this girl looked like a giant armadillo. She was still humanoid, standing upright with normalish arms, but she certainly didn’t look human.

When the giant armadillo fell to the ground, twitching again, the lightning ninja dropped out of her combat stance. "Chiara. You aren’t as fast as you used to be. The armadillo form slows you down. You have to predict my attacks and move out of the way."

The giant armadillo touched her wrist and transformed back into a human. Now she was a short and thin girl wearing a strange bracelet. The artifact looked like an armadillo eating its own tail.

"That’s not it," Chiara said. "It’s this damn armor. It’s too heavy. I can see your attacks coming, and I am trying to move out of the way. I just can’t get it moving fast enough."

The lightning ninja shrugged. "Sorry. I guess you will need to build up more muscle before you can use it effectively."

Matteo considered introducing himself now that their spar was over. It was likely that he would be working with them soon. Before he could say anything, he felt a huge hand slap his back and knock him forward a step.

"Matteo," Riccardo said.

Matteo looked at his friend for an indication of his mood. There wasn’t much there. He decided to barrel forward, saying, "Riccardo, buddy. Glad to see you. I just got my artifact. I am so excited to be here. I hope we can work together."

He waited for his friend to answer, his heart beating faster than he expected. Was Riccardo going to welcome him into the Rangers or be upset that he joined?


Chapter 7: Boot Camp Blues

"Matteo, buddy!" Riccardo said and swept him up in a hug. "I am so glad to see you. Sorry about yesterday. I was surprised and junk. I hope you get assigned to my squad."

"Is there more than one new team this year?"

"Yep, four of them. Five recruits to a squad," Riccardo said.

Matteo was shocked at that answer. Twenty new recruits this year? He thought there were only a hundred exterminators in the organization. How many died every year that they needed twenty new recruits?

Riccardo must have seen his expression. "I know what you're thinking, and it’s not that bad. No worries buddy. Only eight exterminators died last year. Some people retired, some left Tartaruga to live with the ground pounders."

The lightning ninja walked up to them. "Don’t call the miners that. It’s vulgar. If any of them heard you calling them that..."

"Yeah, yeah, whatever. Ilaria, meet my buddy, Matteo. He wants to spar with you," Riccardo said and pushed Matteo forward.

He stumbled a bit and stood in front of the lightning-haloed Ilaria. This was why Riccardo was so happy to see him here. He wanted Matteo to be absolutely demolished by the martial artist with the shocking artifact. His friend was welcoming him and being a snot at the same time.

Matteo shrugged. "Sure, why not? I bet I have plenty to learn from you, Ilaria."

Ilaria gave his wooden arm a look, but said nothing. Instead, she just walked to the sparring ring and dropped into a combat stance. Matteo instantly respected her more. He tucked his pen into the straps on his right arm and stood opposite of her.

"Matteo, here," Riccardo said and tossed him a padded mace. "You're going to need it."

Matteo grabbed the mace out of the air and swung it to test its balance. She certainly looked skilled, but he wasn’t going to go down without a fight. He dropped into his own combat stance and said, "Whenever you're ready."

She immediately dashed towards him, sand spraying behind her. Matteo slid to the right and swung the mace down at her head. She leaned out of the way, and the mace missed her by inches. Ilaria used the missed strike to close in with him, stretching out her hand to touch him. Matteo pulled himself back, avoiding her touch. He danced back and held his mace across his body as a guard.

She smiled. "Oh good. You might be a challenge."

"In more ways than one," Matteo said and took a few more steps back.

This time, when she started towards him, Matteo used his artifact. He pointed the rune pen at her and let loose a waterjet at her torso. Ilaria started to move out of the way, but it still hit her shoulder. The water interacted with her lightning magic and caused her to shock herself. She fell to the sand and slid a few feet, twitching.

Riccardo guffawed and Chiara backhanded his arm to get him to stop. Ilaria stood back up and wiped the water off to reveal a very serious face. She glanced down at Matteo’s arm to see that his artifact wasn’t glowing anymore. She pulsed her power and a halo of electricity reappeared around her, wider this time.

Matteo had a moment to think before she jumped at him, and the only thought that went through his head was ‘whoops’.

The next ten minutes were mostly spent with Matteo being kicked and pummeled across the practice ring. It would have only been two minutes, but every time he tried to give up and stop the bout, she sent him twitching to the ground again. Eventually, she stopped tormenting him and let Matteo retreat. Riccardo helped him to his feet, unable to stop chucking.

"I think it is time for you to enter the sparring ring, Riccardo. I want to see your artifact in action," Matteo said.

That got him to stop laughing. Chiara and Ilaria both frowned and backed up. Matteo saw their reaction and said, "What?"

Riccardo rubbed the back of his neck. "I need some more practice before I can use my artifact in spars."

Chiara swore. "I’m not sparring with you if you use your artifact, Riccardo."

"Oh, come on, Chiara. You're the only one with natural armor thick enough," Ilaria said.

"Shit no. You put some armor on and try it yourself, Ilaria. I am not entering the ring if he even touches his little honey stirrer."

Ilaria shrugged, but said nothing.

Matteo looked between his embarrassed friend and the two women. "Now I have to see it in action. What kind of artifact did you get, Riccardo?"

Riccardo looked away. "I’ll show you later. I need more practice with it before I am safe around others."

Matteo nodded, impressed. His friend must have gotten a powerful artifact if everyone was scared of him using it. The four of them spent the next few hours sparring and exercising without their artifacts.

...

"My name is Captain Angelica. It’s my job to train you up over the next few weeks so that no one dies on their first trip off the turtle," she said as she paced in front of the assembled recruits. "I have failed more than I have succeeded at that goal. Nearly every year, someone dies on their first tour. If you all pay attention and work hard, we can have a graduation ceremony without an accompanying funeral," she said as she paced back and forth in front of the room.

Matteo glanced around the room. He was getting concerned that there were twenty new recruits in the room right now. His chances of surviving a career as an exterminator were looking grim. Riccardo had tried to assuage his worries, mentioning again that only eight exterminators died last year. That still wasn’t a reassuring number.

He talked to Ilaria about it this morning. She had joined the exterminators (she insisted on using the term Rangers, actually) six months ago as one of the merit hires. She said that anyone that survived to bond with their artifact had a high chance of retiring or moving on alive. It was just the first few years that were the deadliest.

Ilaria said there was a rumor that the deaths could be avoided, but the leadership didn't bother. The story was that the exterminators' organization acted as a sort of population control for Tartaruga Town. They couldn’t afford to have homeless and vagabonds like the cities on the ground. Every member of society had to be useful.

One fact supporting this rumor was that the Wardens dealt with unproductive citizens by pushing them into service with the exterminators. If you were unemployed and causing problems for the Wardens, you were voluntold to sign up for the exterminators. It was either that or leave the turtle. Those that joined the exterminators this way were often unprepared for combat. The majority of recruit deaths were these people that had been given the choice to fight monsters or leave the turtle. It was an ugly policy, but one that prevented overcrowding.

She had thought that information would be reassuring, knowing that only the unprepared died. Matteo focused on the idea that their organization was completely fine with the death of its recruits. That fact should have sent him running back to the envoy. Instead, it just solidified his resolve to stay and protect his friend.

Captain Angelica continued her speech. "The first three weeks of training are the easy part. We will be spending sixteen hours of each day exercising with a little bit of sparring. Luckily for each of you, we have a competent medic on hand, so I will be pushing you past your breaking point. You will all run until you cannot run any farther, and then you will run farther.

"Once you are at a minimum standard of fitness, then we start in on your mind. Tactics, artifact combat, and monster knowledge. We expect our Rangers to be smart and capable. This is the truly difficult portion of the training, and you will miss the days when you were puking your guts out after a long run.

"That’s all for later. First things first, everyone line up with your squad."

Everyone shuffled around, splitting up into four different groups. Matteo had talked to the captain this morning and got himself assigned to Riccardo’s squad. She didn’t want to do it at first. Their squad already had five members. He would make the sixth. But he was insistent, and none of the other squads really needed another member.

Matteo walked over and stood next to his friend. Riccardo stood between the women they had sparred with yesterday, Chiara and Ilaria. Next to them was a pair of men that couldn’t be more different: a happy looking young man and a scowling older man. One baby faced, the other sported a tattered beard. Their names were Edoardo and Dimitris. It was clear that the older man, Dimitris, didn’t want Matteo on the squad, but he said nothing.

"Alright, let’s get you all armored up. Once we get you all fitted, we will go for a light run. If you have your artifact with you, drop it off at the same time. You won’t be needing it today," Captain Angelica said and pointed towards the quartermaster.

All twenty recruits lined up and marched over to get fitted for armor. The process was faster than Matteo expected. The quartermaster, whose name he still hadn’t learned, had an artifact that allowed him to adjust clothing and armor. Each recruit donned an ill-fitting suit of armor and the quartermaster tapped them with a small set of shears. Moments later, they were wearing perfectly fitted, mundane armor.

The first five recruits got plate armor. The next four recruits got brigandine and other leather studded armor. The remaining eleven recruits got scale armor. The scale armor offered just as much protection as the other options, but it was clearly much older. The underlying leather was worn and most of the straps had been repaired. The only thing that unified the look of everyone’s armor was a stylized turtle on their chest plate.

Once the last recruit was armored up, Captain Angelica led them on a light jog towards the rim of Tartaruga’s shell. A few people waved to the jogging exterminators. When a pair of recruits waved back, the captain sped up the run. Those two recruits, one of them the kid from Riccardo’s squad, were soon the most hated recruits in the platoon.

The captain led the twenty recruits on a loop of the turtle’s shell. The outermost edge of the shell didn’t have anything built on it, so it made for a perfect exercise track. A thirty yard swath was kept free for a few reasons. Most importantly, it was free because the Wardens used the space for defenses when Tartaruga was attacked by other kaiju. The free space was also used by regular citizens for a nice stroll with a great view. Or a run, as the case may be. When some of the less fit recruits started to fall behind, Captain Angelica did something about it.

She told the lead recruit to keep running at the same pace and dropped back. Once the slowest recruit passed her, she shouted at him to hurry. When he didn’t, she whipped out a chain and snapped it at the recruit’s arm. The chain was an artifact and easily bypassed the man’s armor. It instantly broke his wrist. The recruit cried out in pain and stumbled to the side, shocked at the attack.

The other recruits gasped in shock as well. They had a healer, but this seemed extreme to Matteo. He looked around the group. Some of them were ignoring the guy, seemingly expecting something like this. Some of them were realizing for the first time how serious Ranger training would be.

"Hurry up, recruit. You can get that arm fixed when we get back to the Ranger station. I can keep breaking bones if you need more motivation," Captain Angelica said.

The out of shape recruit cradled his broken wrist and ran faster, no longer the slowest of the group. Captain Angelica picked up the pace slightly and sent her chain flowing around herself in lazy circles. The implication was clear. Last place meant pain. Lots of pain.

Riccardo and Matteo didn’t have any trouble keeping pace with the middle of the group. Ilaria could have led the platoon if she wanted to. The rest of their squad had it much harder. Chiara was fit, but she was unused to the weight of the armor. The young kid and older man weren’t fit at all, though. They were already slowing down, gasping for breath.

"Come on guys, you can do it. Don’t focus on running fast, just try and keep your breathing even," Matteo said.

Dimitris swore at him, even though he didn’t have the breath for it. The older man seemed really insulted by Matteo’s positivity.

Edoardo seemed to take his advice to heart, though, focusing on breathing more steadily. It didn’t help him much, but at least he wasn’t in last place. Matteo matched Riccardo’s pace, both of them breathing steadily and moving efficiently.

The full run around the perimeter of the turtle’s shell was sixteen miles. One loop was about as much as Matteo could do, even when he was training last year. He was fairly certain that at least half of the recruits here wouldn’t be able to make it a full loop. He wondered what the captain would do when someone collapsed and couldn't get back up.


Chapter 8: Ranger Training

There were six major ballistae stationed around the edges of Tartaruga’s shell. Exterminators manned the ballistae day and night. They were there to protect the city from flying monsters. Theoretically, they could be used to attack a flying kaiju as well. As far as Matteo knew, that had never happened before.

They were passing the third ballista when the first recruit dropped. They had been running for about eight miles at this point. The recruit was heavy set and sweating heavily. He fell to the shell and slid to a stop, gasping in pain. Captain Angelica was merciless. She whipped his back with her chain artifact. The recruit groaned, but got back up and started running again.

"Don’t give up recruits, the medic isn’t coming to you, you have to go to him. Work through the pain. Keep going!" she shouted.

Everyone sped up for about a mile, but then exhaustion set in once more. The chain came out again, creating bruises and breaking arms. The captain was clearly skilled with her artifact, always able to injure the recruits just enough to motivate but not incapacitate.

After eleven miles of running, Edoardo collapsed to the ground. He looked totally spent. Riccardo didn’t miss a beat, he just reached down and scooped his teammate up. He threw him over his shoulder and continued running. The extra weight slowed him down, but he didn’t complain.

Matteo was proud of his friend. Riccardo was one of those few people that were genuinely good. He did what he thought was right and ignored the consequences. It got him in trouble sometimes, but he never stopped doing what was right. Or at least, what he thought was right. Matteo could think of a few times his friend had seriously blundered after a misunderstanding.

The last four miles of the run took as long as the first twelve. By then, everyone was tired, shuffling forward only fast enough not to be the last one in the group. More than half of the recruits had felt the captain’s chain. A few people were slow enough that they spouted multiple serious injuries by the end of the run. Eventually, they all collapsed on the moss in front of the exterminator’s building. Everyone was exhausted. Even the fittest recruits like Matteo and Riccardo were worn out. Running in full armor was hard. And hot. Everyone was drenched in sweat.

The medic walked out to them, a pig on a leash behind him. "What did you do?” he sad, turning to the captain. "Feed them to a tentacle tangle before you brought them back here?"

Captain Angelica shrugged. "Some of them needed motivation to run faster. Besides, it’s my job to break them down so you can build them back up."

"Whatever," the medic grumbled. "Pigs aren’t free, you know."

The medic wore the typical brown coat of his profession, typical because that color hid bloodstains the best. He pointed his hand at the woman near his feet. A beam of red light washed over her and healed her completely. He led his pig on a circuitous route through the prone recruits, healing the worst injured first. As he walked, the pig grew slower and frailer.

By the time that everyone was healed, the medic’s pig was having a hard time walking. Matteo shivered. He realized what the man’s artifact must do. It stole the pig’s life force to heal the recruits. Matteo promised himself that he wouldn’t let himself get hurt if he could help it. He wouldn’t forgive himself if his injury was what finally killed the pig.

"Alright, recruits! Now that warm up is over, it’s time to get serious," Captain Angelica said.

A chorus of groans rang out as she led them into the Ranger’s central courtyard. The rest of the day was spent in near nonstop exercise. Squats, deadlifts, planks, bridges, etc. One after another after another. If anyone slacked off, they got a visit from the captain’s chain and the pig.

Despite Matteo’s earlier resolve, he got hit a few times throughout the day. He was generally fit, but pushups and pullups were still very difficult for him. The pig didn’t die when Matteo’s injuries were healed, but they did have roast pork for dinner.

At the end of the day, everyone was exhausted.

"Time to go home, you layabouts," Captain Angelica said. "I’ll see you all first thing in the morning. Be prepared for another run." A chorus of groans greeted her. "Now would be a good time to remind you all that you only get paid if you graduate training. If you think you can’t handle it, just don’t show up tomorrow. No one will care if we don’t see you in the morning. But if you do show up, you better damn well give it your best." Riccardo hopped up. He was one of the few recruits that had any energy left. He reached down to help Matteo up. Once they were both standing, Riccardo moved on to the rest of his team.

Matteo stretched out his hand to Ilaria and helped her up. She was beautiful and about his age.Hhe wouldn’t mind getting to know her better. Matteo looked at his team and said, "I assume I will see you all tomorrow?"

"I’ll be here," Dimitris said as they started walking home. "Not like I have a choice," he grumbled. He was an older man with a greying hair and stubble.

"She just said you don’t have to show up tomorrow," Matteo said. He really should choose a safer job.

Dimitris shook his head. "No, I really don’t have a choice. I am here as a guest of the Wardens."

"Ah..." Matteo said awkwardly. He hadn’t expected Dimitris to just admit he had gotten in trouble with the law and had to either join the exterminators or leave the kaiju.

Riccardo patted Matteo on the shoulder. "Yeah, plenty of the recruits this year were encouraged to be here by the Wardens. Don’t worry about it."

His friend was one of those people Matteo thought would do well as a Ranger. He was tall, heavily muscled, and willing to fight for what he wanted. But what he just said made Matteo suspicious.

"Plenty of people?" Matteo said.

Chiara coughed and said, "Yeah, plenty of people, like, say... me," She glanced up at Riccardo. She was the shortest of the bunch, a thin girl that looked half the weight of the large man.

"Thanks for telling us, Chiara," Ilaria said. "I hate keeping secrets."

Matteo looked between Chiara and Riccardo. His head swiveled back and forth before he said, "Wait. Wait. Riccardo, did you get in trouble? Did the Wardens say you have to join the exterminators?" Riccardo looked away. Matteo knew him well enough to know what that meant. "Riccardo! Why didn’t you tell me? I thought we were friends!"

"We are friends," Riccardo insisted. "I just. I just... Look, it was an accident that I don’t wanna talk about."

Chiara walked closer to Matteo and stage whispered, "I can tell you about it. I was there. It was epic."

Riccardo stepped between them and pushed her away. "Don’t listen to her. She’s  a thief."

"That wasn’t nice, Riccardo. The details of her crime are hers to share, not yours," Ilaria said.

Riccardo stopped walking and looked at Chiara. "Oh, sorry. I forgot. I really am sorry."

Chiara laughed. "Nah, it’s fine. Tell us your story and I will call it even."

"Alright, fine. Just so you all know, this is totally out of character for me. I never start fights, I usually just finish them," Riccardo said. He took a big breath and let it out. "I used to work for Madam Demetra. She promised me a promotion this year if I did well. I passed all of her tests and increased the profit margin by two percent. She never promoted me. A few days ago, I went into her office to demand a raise."

"Get to the good part!" Chiara interrupted.

"I was getting there. Anyway, she admitted she wasn’t ever going to promote me until my supervisor died. I got mad and shoved her," Riccardo said. He looked away. "That should have been the end of things. I was already apologizing. But then she activated her artifact and sent me flying through the wall. She broke her own damn wall, not me. When I saw her coming at me again, I defended myself. Then the Wardens showed up. Since it was my second offense, they said I needed to join the Rangers or be exiled."

"Awe, you skipped the best part. Madam Demetra might be small, but she is a level five. This lug held his own against a level five artifact bonded. The fight must have been epic." She mimed explosions.

"I don’t think she invested much in physical stats. It’s the only reason I had a chance. But yeah, there was a lot of property damage. I think she had to pay a fine. Anyway, it’s not like I won. The Wardens had to heal me just so they could talk to me. Demetra broke my jaw," Riccardo said.

"Whatever. You’re a badass. I am glad to have you on our squad of criminals," Chiara said.

"We aren’t all criminals," Ilaria said. "I had to earn my artifact."

"Me either," Matteo said. "I wanted to work with my friend and wield fantastic magical power."

Everyone turned to Edoardo, the final member of their squad. He was as tall as Matteo, but gangly and thin. He pushed his long black hair out of his face and said, "I wouldn’t say I am a criminal. I didn’t break any laws. The Wardens asked me to join because I got fired from all my other jobs. It wasn’t my fault, though; those other guys had it out for me. I didn’t even get my final paycheck from the bakers."

Chiara nodded. "See, more than half of us. That makes this the criminal squad. We are going to get all the shit assignments, just you watch. That’s why I’m glad Riccardo is on the squad."

"Thanks, I guess," Riccardo said.

"Yeah, everyone knows monsters go after the people with the most meat on their bones. I’ll just run away while they are eating you," Chiara said with a smile.

"Whatever." Riccardo laughed and pushed her away.

They split up then, each of them heading home. Matteo found himself wishing that the exterminators did barracks like the Wardens did. He would rather sleep in a utilitarian room than burden his parents. He imagined that the rest of the exterminators actually liked that they could go home every night. They had an easy schedule when they weren’t out on missions.

When Matteo got home, he found his dad working in his den, which was serving as his bedroom for now. Dad was fiddling with his mechanical arm. It was mostly done now.

"Thanks for assembling the arm, dad. You didn’t have to do that. Besides, I can’t afford the crystallium to power it. It will take me at least a few months to save up for it. Probably longer," Matteo said.

Dad shrugged. "It’s a hobby. I like putting things together and you said I can’t make any more monster traps. I decided to fiddle with your clockwork arm. It’s fun. Anyway, I will get out of here so you can sleep. I bet you are exhausted. Have you eaten yet?"

"Yeah, I ate. Thanks again for letting me stay here, Dad," Matteo said.

"You always have a place here and in our hearts," dad said.

"Ugh, that’s so cheesy it hurts," Matteo said and clutched his chest.

They both laughed and went to bed.

…

The next day, there were two people missing from training. They hadn’t been able to hack it as an exterminator after a single day. All of Matteo’s squad had shown up. That wasn’t a surprise. Most of them were being forced to be there.

Captain Angelica reorganized the squads, something she said she expected to do again before training was over. She took them on another run around the perimeter of the shell, followed by another full day of exercise. She didn’t break anyone’s bones today. Apparently, that was just a tactic to convince some people to quit. If they couldn’t handle pain, they wouldn’t be good Rangers.

Matteo was interested to find that everyone performed better today than they had yesterday. Just one round of magical healing had made a large impact.

By the end of the week, two more recruits had quit. Everyone else was substantially more fit. Captain Angelica had meant it when she said her job was to tear them down and the medic would rebuild them. Every time he healed them after exercise, they were fitter and stronger than before. Matteo really wanted to practice with his artifact, but if he couldn’t do that, he might as well get incredibly fit.

Sunday was their first day of rest. The exterminators didn’t work on Ma'at’s day. Matteo wanted nothing more than to sleep the day away. Instead, he forced himself to join his parents in attending temple. Deacon Lorenzo had made his new job possible. It was only maat that he return the favor by attending temple regularly.

The temple was busy as they arrived. Deacon Lorenzo made a point of greeting each follower as they entered, and there was a bit of a line to enter.

"Mom, is it always this busy?" Matteo said.

"No, this is different. Usually there are only half as many people," his mom said. She seemed particularly upset that she didn’t know what was going on.

Chapter 9: Ma’at’s Sister

"Matteo, good to see you. I was surprised when I heard you joined the Rangers. They must have a better idea of your combat ability than I do," Deacon Lorenzo said.

"I am sorry I didn’t check in with you first. I hope you don’t mind. I used your token to get the job," Matteo said as he shook his hand.

Deacon Lorenzo pivoted around as they shook hands to keep the line moving. He said, "Who am I to be angry if they accepted you? I am sure you will be happy there. Come see me after the sermon, alright?"

"Sure thing," Matteo said.

He followed his parents to sit in the pews on the right. Normally, they were supposed to count the people on each side to make sure the follower count was balanced. That wouldn’t be a problem today. It might even be possible that all the pews would be filled.

By the time Matteo sat down, his mother was already gossiping with the young lady sitting in the pew ahead of her. His mom was small and plump, with a fashion sense that hurt your eyes. She still got everyone to come to her like she was royalty.

"... and I believe that is her third stove the woman has ruined. Giada must be bleeding the turtle dry with how much mana she is wasting," mom said.

The young woman ahead of her turned slightly to look at her and laughed quietly, "I knew Pietro never should have married her. They just aren't a good match for each other. Still, that’s what he gets for ignoring me when I asked. I will never give him a second chance now that I have found my Edoardo. He is a true catch. He is going to make us rich."

Matteo looked up to see Edoardo there, the same one from his squad on the exterminators. They gave each other a nod, not inclined to interrupt the women gossiping.

"It’s a bit more crowded in here than I am used to," mom said. "What do you make of that?"

"I bet it has something to do with those Isfet cultists. Bad business, that," the young lady replied.

"Cultists?"

"Oh, haven’t you heard yet?"

"No, what happened?"

She turned herself fully around and said, "I get to tell you first? That’s striking. Anyway, the Wardens did a raid last night. They say it was cultists. Isfet cultists, here in our town. Blood runes carved into the very shell. Someone said they were doing ritual sacrifices. Not sure if I believe all that, but I am certain there was a raid. They have someone in custody at the Warden’s headquarters."

"Who told you that?"

"Francesca said the bit about the sacrifices, but Matilde said she saw someone in the cell window this morning," the young lady said. "I also heard that there might be more of them hidden all over the shell. I won’t tell you my source for that one, though. Wardens aren’t supposed to talk about it," she said and tapped the side of her nose.

Matteo shivered. That would be bad news if those rumors were true. Isfet cultists worshiped Ma’at’s evil sister. They loved chaos and violence. Above all, they hated kaiju. They tried to kill kaiju when they could, or have them eat each other when they couldn’t. They were responsible for the loss of several cities.

Before his mother could pry the source out of her friend, Deacon Lorenzo walked to the front of the room, and everyone quieted down.

"It’s wonderful to see you all on this fine morning. I am so happy you have all come here to hear the good word of Ma’at. Today, I would like to start with a bit of history. The first goddess was Echidna, mother of monsters. Then came Ma'at and her sister, Isfet, and then the demigods. Strongest amongst them is Ma'at. She shepherded mortals from the hellscape of Terra to the paradise of Akhetaten.

"Some mortals were not pleased with their proper place. Founders. They sought to harness the power of the gods. Hubris, greed, and selfishness led those early mortals to grow more and more powerful. But mortals were not meant to wield the power of the gods.

"When Ma’at commanded the founders to return the power they stole, they rebelled. They fought the gods. That failed war gave Akhetaten its fallen state. For a time Ma’at left us, disgusted by the mortals’s abhorrent behavior.

"The faith of her followers was enough to convince her to return. Today, Echidna seeks to destroy us all, and Ma’at keeps her in check. For every wild kaiju Echidna sends to kill us, Ma’at sends us one that can be tamed. Without the blessings of Ma'at, we would be wiped off the face of the land.

"Our hope, our only chance at salvation, is through honoring Ma’at. She keeps the balance, we keep her rules. As long as we keep maat, she will keep us. And how do we keep maat? With our actions in our everyday life..." Deacon Lorenzo continued on, walking back and forth in front of the statue of Ma’at.

Matteo zoned out. He liked the deacon’s sermons, but he had heard all of them countless times. He hadn’t been to temple in over a year, but he knew he had heard this exact sermon before.

It was impossible to ignore the goddess’s impact on the world. She provided mortals with artifacts. She blessed the unlucky and cursed the fortunate. The poorest man could be blessed to be the ruler of one of the great cities, replacing a ruler that had only thought of himself. Ma’at was a positive influence everywhere in the world around them.

Matteo’s problem was with how people interpreted maat. It was supposed to be an attitude that emphasized balance, truth, and justice in your life. Many of the other followers used the excuse of maat to maintain their prejudices. They claimed that the poor should not try to improve their lot in life, so as not to disturb the balance with the rich.

About forty-five minutes after it started, Deacon Lorenzo finished. He led them all in the oath to Ma’at and dismissed them. Only about half of the congregation left right away. The other half stayed to socialize. Of course, his mother was one of them. Matteo smiled. He would never gossip with anyone, but that didn’t stop him from listening to his mother.

"Hey, didn’t expect to see you here," Edoardo said and walked up to stand near Matteo.

"Yep, I’ve been going to temple here since I was little. Spent some time away, but now I am back. How long have you been going here?" Matteo said.

"Couple of months. I am not really a follower, but Vittoria is devout," Edoardo said.

"Vittoria’s your girl?" Matteo said. "You two serious?"

Edoardo shrugged "For now. We will see how things go."

They stood there awkwardly for a few moments, watching the women gossip. Despite the fact that they had spent the past week together, they didn’t know each other well. That time had been filled with exercise and complaining about that exercise. Not a lot of bonding time.

"So, ah... what kind of artifact did you get?" Matteo said. He tried not to wince at how that sounded.

"I lucked out, actually. It’s a pocket watch. I can control time," Edoardo said.

Matteo’s eyebrows raised. "Really? That’s fantastic. That really is a great artifact."

"Yeah. I mean, it isn’t great yet, but it will be soon. Right now I can speed up or slow down time in a small area," Edoardo said. "It’s good for tripping people. Or monsters, I guess."

"Cool. Cool," Matteo said, "I can see how that would be useful."

"What did you get?" Edoardo said.

"I got a rune scribe pen. I can use a variety of spells as long as I have the rune for it. I got fireball and waterjet for now, but I bet I can learn more when I level up," Matteo said.

"I saw that one. I didn’t pick it because I didn’t have a high aptitude for green magic," Edoardo said. After a short pause he continued. "Don’t you have to trace out the rune on a piece of paper each time you want to use it?"

"It’s a bit of a hassle, but I can store the spell until I want to use it later," Matteo said.

"How are you going to trace a paper in the middle of combat?" Edoardo said.

Matteo looked away. "It won’t be easy, but I have some ideas on how to get around it. I can’t wait until they let us have our artifacts back."

"Next week, right?" Edoardo said.

"The week after that, I think," Matteo said.

Edoardo just groaned. He wasn’t looking forward to a few more weeks of exercise. His girlfriend finished up and came to collect him. Matteo said goodbye to them both and sat down on the front pew. He studied the statue of Ma’at while he waited for Deacon Lorenzo to finish with the other followers.

A half hour later, the rest of the followers left and Deacon Lorenzo said, "Thank you for sticking around, Matteo. Sorry it took so long."

"No problem. I was curious what you wanted to talk to me about," Matteo said.

The deacon led them into his office as they talked. He said, "Not so much a discussion as an errand. The Rangers have already turned in the token you used in exchange for a favor from me. They asked me to write up a letter. You will be delivering it."

"That’s it? Just delivering the letter?" Matteo said.

"Yes and no. It’s likely to make them a bit cross, I am having you deliver it as a way to mitigate the impact," Deacon Lorenzo said, "I realize that puts you in an uncomfortable situation, but I hope you can see it is maat."

Matteo grimaced and nodded. He used the deacon’s token to get the job. It was only fair that he took the brunt of the fallout from the way the exterminators used that token. It was only maat.

The deacon took a letter from his desk and folded it before sealing it with wax. He handed it over and said, "Straight to the Ranger Colonel, today if you please."

"Today?" Matteo said. He was fairly certain they were closed today.

"Yes, he will be there, don’t worry," Deacon Lorenzo said.

"Alright then, I will deliver it right now," Matteo said and saluted him with the letter.

The deacon caught him before he left the office and said, "As much as I admire the fact you didn’t even ask why I am sending you into the monster’s den, I think you should know what’s in the letter."

Matteo stopped. "I’m pretty curious, I admit."

"You have no doubt heard the rumors about the Isfet cultists the Wardens captured."

"Yes, I am sure everyone has at this point. I am sure it’s the reason your temple was packed today. Everyone wants to show their piety."

The deacon nodded. "You are likely right. Hopefully, that impulse translates to true faith and devotion. Anyway, the rumors are true. The Wardens did capture a few cultists and they have reason to believe there are more atop Tartaruga. They aren’t sure if they would be new arrivals or longtime residents. The Rangers are assisting the Wardens in their investigation. The colonel used my token to ask me for a list of suspicious people living on the lower third. It's a logical question. People that hate Ma’at might have had bad interactions with her deacon."

Matteo was taken aback. The residents of Tartaruga town were a diverse bunch, some kind, others not so much. However, he had always assumed they all had a mutual love for the turtle they rode. It didn't make sense to worship Isfet atop a kaiju. He always assumed that those cultists only existed because of ground pounder jealousy. They were in constant danger down there and might resent the safety the kaiju represented. But who would hate their own home atop Tartaruga?

"I see you were as shocked as I was. I even started making a list of people I suspected. But then I thought about it. As a deacon of Ma’at, I am bound to the ideals of justice, honesty, and order. This list would accomplish just the opposite. It would pit neighbor against neighbor and sow strife amongst us all. The letter you hold is me telling the colonel no," Deacon Lorenzo said with a half-smile.

"Oh," Matteo said softly.

"Well, I put it in more flowery language, but that’s the gist of it. Good luck!" the deacon said.

"Thanks, I’m going to need it," Matteo said.

He walked straight for the exterminator’s headquarters. He was sorely tempted to put it off, but he had long since learned that bad news was best delivered right away. Like jumping into a cold pond.

Not that he would do this if he felt like he had a choice. The deacon was right, this was maat and he couldn’t risk angering the goddess. He didn’t consider himself overly devout, but this felt like something she would be paying attention to. What a way to meet your boss’ boss. So much for trying to fit in with the other recruits. He’d have a hard time blending in or making friends once he was on the Ranger Colonel’s shit list.

The exterminator headquarters appeared before he had any good answers. He steeled himself and walked inside.


Chapter 10: Magical Training

Matteo stumbled as he walked into the exterminator’s headquarters. Tartaruga had just finished a step and he hadn’t been paying attention. He shook himself. That would have been embarrassing if he did it in front of the colonel.

The man’s office was near the back of the building, almost like you had to go through a gantlet of his subordinates to get to him. None of them were here today. The building was normally closed on Sundays. Deacon Lorenzo had been right, though. The colonel was in his office today. Mana lights shone from behind the closed door.

He walked up to the door and knocked sharply. He had to project an aura of confidence; he didn’t want the colonel to think he was spineless.

"Come in," a voice said from behind the door.

As he walked in, Matteo took a quick glance around the room. The colonel’s office was twice the size of the captain’s office he had been in before. The man himself was sitting behind a huge mahogany desk, strewn with dozens of papers. The nameplate with Colonel Pietro on it was pushed off to the side. The rest of the office was neat and tidy. Off to the left was an icebox and a small liquor cabinet. Off to the right was a full suit of armor, barbuta helmet and all. Behind him were rows of shelves floor to ceiling. A wide variety of tchotchkes, curios, and trinkets were displayed on each shelf.

Matteo stood in front of his desk and saluted, only afterwards realizing the exterminators had never taught him that. Saluting had been a Warden thing. He quickly held out the letter and said, "A letter for you, sir. Deacon Lorenzo from the tailward temple requested I deliver it."

"This better be happier news than the last one," Colonel Pietro said as he took the letter.

Matteo stood there at attention, saying nothing.

The colonel grumbled and quickly scanned the letter. He tossed it to the side, saying, “What is wrong with these deacons? Don’t they realize what is at stake here? They want to kill us all. The damn cultists are probably part of the war. If we don’t find them, we might all be killed by Thatcham’s army by the end of the year.” He pointed at Matteo. “I’m assuming you know this deacon because he made you his errand boy. Why are they trying to sabotage my efforts?”

Matteo scrambled to come up with a good answer. “I believe the problem lies in the fact that their allegiance is to the ideals of Ma’at above that of their home. I have no such problem, sir.”

Colonel Pietro nodded distractedly. "That’s good. At least we have one citizen with his eye on the horizon."

Matteo considered asking if he was excused, but he wasn’t sure if the exterminators were that formal. Should he just say goodbye? He took a step back.

"Wait, you are one of mine, aren’t you? That new cripple recruit," the colonel said.

"Yes, sir. Joined a week ago," Matteo said, standing still once more.

"Angelica was impressed with you. She admitted you without checking with me first. I think she was disappointed when you ended up on the Pend squad," Colonel Pietro said. "Do your best to stay alive out there. I don’t want to see her disappointed again when one of her projects fails to return."

Matteo hadn’t realized the captain had gone around protocol when she admitted him. He had thought she was indifferent at best. Interesting. He wondered what had impressed her. He also wanted to know what Pend squad meant. He wasn’t going to get any answers today. The colonel was already back to the stack of papers on his desk and distractedly waved Matteo away.

On his way home, Matteo decided to pick up peposo stew and ciambella bread for the three of them. It was time to celebrate. He had given the leader of the exterminators bad news and walked away from the exchange unscathed. The meal took up his second to last ring. He wasn’t really worried about the expense, though. Once he graduated, he would have a generous salary.

The next week of exercise was grueling. The majority of the recruits had caught up to Matteo’s level of fitness and the captain was pushing them harder. He was exhausted at the end of the day most days. That wasn’t the worst of it, though. His arm kept breaking.

The wooden arm he had constructed wasn’t meant to hold his whole body weight. Cables snapped and gears stripped almost every other day. It was embarrassing when it happened in the middle of the day and he had to go without. Everyone else was pushing through pullup after pullup and he was struggling to do them one handed. Even though he repaired it each night, his arm was a major source of frustration.

The whole process made him discouraged. He promised himself he would save up for crystallium as soon as he could. Either that or a miracle pill so he could regrow his arm altogether. The pill would be much more expensive, but that didn’t stop him from dreaming about it. If their squad got lucky on a mission or ten, he might be able to afford one.

He didn’t know exactly how much miracle pills cost, only that it was a lot. They came from the capitol, Carcassonne city. They said that the pills were created by the goddess Ma’at herself. It was one of the few instances of divine magic these days. Matteo wasn’t quite sure if that was entirely true, but he made sure to keep maat just in case.

The third week of training held a glimmer of hope for him. Monday morning started with the same run as all the other days. The only thing noteworthy about the run was the sight of an insect kaiju far in the distance. It must be a wild one, since no one was talking about visiting another city.

When they got back to the practice yard, a table was set up with sixteen artifacts lined up on it. Matteo recognized his scribe pen sitting near the end.

Captain Angelica paced in front of the table as she spoke. "Sitting behind me on the table is what young boys and girls dream about. Artifacts. The ability to weave mana and create the fantastical and fun. About a third of the citizens on the shell have the ability to use an artifact. But every year, we struggle to find enough people willing to join us. Why is that?"

No one answered her clearly rhetorical question. She continued. "Most people don’t want to risk their lives. They don’t want to face death on a daily basis. It’s just basic human nature to prefer safety over combat.

"As exterminators, we choose to fight, to go out and work to ensure the safety of all. That requires that we work against our baser instincts. We need to get you used to danger and combat. We will be sparring with each other starting today."

She walked up to the table of artifacts and said, "The safest way to do that is to start with practicing Ranger fighting forms alone. Only after you have mastered the forms should you practice against a partner in a spar. Finally, you slowly introduce artifacts into the spars."

She turned and said, "We aren’t going to do that. Instead, everyone will get their artifacts from day one and use them in spars right away. This is incredibly dangerous. Every single one of these objects is deadly. Recruits have died in training when someone couldn’t control their artifact," she said as she paced in front of the table.

"We are intentionally not minimizing that danger. As I said, you must become accustomed to danger. People hesitate when faced with deadly opposition. We must burn that hesitation out of you by facing danger head on. In addition, any fighting style you learn must incorporate your artifact. It must be second nature to you when you are up against the horrors on the ground. Pick up your artifact."

The way she said it gave gravitas to the act of picking up your artifact. Matteo picked up his pen and strapped it into the side of his arm. Many of the recruits here had already sparred with their artifacts, but her speech made them realize how dangerous it was. They could all kill someone if they weren’t careful. Except maybe Chiara. He couldn’t think of a way an armadillo person could kill someone accidentally.

Matteo noticed something new on the table. It was the sheets of runes he would need to use his artifact. They were a bit different though. Less than half the size of the originals and covered with a clear coat. The quartermaster must have lacquered them. That was useful. He scooped them up and walked back to stand with his squad.

Captain Angelica pulled out her artifact. “The best bonds are forged in the fire of competition. We are starting a series of no holds barred competitions. Every win is a point for your squad. At the end of training, the squad with the highest point total will start their careers at level one instead of level zero.”

She whipped her chain and made everyone jump at the sudden snap. She started calling out recruits and pointing them to different sparring rings. The practice arena was covered in sand and there were five different rings of rope a few meters around.

Matteo quickly traced out a waterjet as he watched the ten recruits walk up to their assigned bouts. Thankfully, he wasn’t in the first round, and had the time to get ready. He didn’t consider loading up a fireball. That would kill his opponent for sure.

While the recruits squared up against each other, he turned to Chiara, who was the only one from his squad not fighting. He whispered, "We need to work together to win as a team. Let’s focus on identifying magics and weaknesses."

It was a good idea, but difficult to implement. The captain had her chain laid out near each sparring ring, there to break up fights if necessary. She needn't have bothered. She yelled to start all five bouts at the same time, and they were all over within twenty seconds. Matteo was only able to learn a few things in that short time frame.

First off, Riccardo was still scared to use his artifact. He had time to use it as his opponent was activating her own artifact. Her tattoos transformed into floating ink armaments, a breastplate, and three weapons she sent spinning around the ring. Instead of activating his own artifact, Riccardo just ran at her. She sliced deep into his forearm within ten seconds.

He didn’t see what Ilaria’s opponent could do. She knocked him out too fast. The other three fights were similarly quick. An illusion power convinced Edoardo to run out of the ring, and a trio of claw marks just appeared on a woman’s face. Matteo’s favorite to watch was the furniture animator. It was like the table and chair near the walls had turned into animals. They raced over and knocked Dimitris over while he was still looking at his human opponent. He was out of the ring within moments.

While the captain was assigning another group of recruits to fight, their squad had a quick conversation about strategies. They didn’t come up with a solid plan yet, but they were building the basis for the fights to come. Matteo was assigned to fight the furniture guy, and he thought about his plan as he did. He had one shot; he had to make it count.

This time, the animator recruit didn’t leave the table and chair near the wall. He kept them with him inside the ring. Furniture coming to life wasn’t a surprise anymore. They prowled around him like guard dogs. Matteo had been listening and knew that his opponent’s name was Luca.

"Luca, are you going to start the fight with your weapons out like that?" Matteo asked. "Everyone else is going back to starting positions." He gestured to the tattooed lady, whose breastplate and swords had been reabsorbed onto her skin.

Luca glanced at the captain, who was watching the exchange. He said, "Fine, I will deanimate them." The table and chair quickly returned to inanimate objects.

Matteo didn’t mention that he already had a waterjet loaded. He needed every advantage he could get. He was basically fighting three opponents, and his only weapon was a splash of water.

"Fight!" Captain Angelica yelled.

The timing caught Matteo off guard, but he was running before Luca lifted his hand. The carpenter’s chisel in his hand glowed brightly as Matteo ran at him, the table and chair shaking themselves awake.

The table was the first to move, jumping at him with a screech. It sounded like nails on a chalkboard. Matteo had expected the move and dropped to the ground, rolling under the leaping table. As he came back up to his feet, the chair hit him from the left side. The impact stumbled him slightly. The chair wasn’t heavy enough to hurt him through his armor, so he kept running.

When Matteo was a few feet away, he whipped his arm up and shot him in the face with the waterjet. Luca stumbled backward, sputtering. Matteo kept his momentum up and elbowed him out of the ring. He smiled to himself, glad that he hadn’t missed with his one shot.

The table didn’t get the message that the fight was over. It barreled into Matteo from behind. Its edge hit him right in the small of his back and knocked him flying forward and out of the ring. He groaned and put a hand on his back. That had really hurt.

When he tried to get up, he realized he had been more hurt than he expected. His legs wouldn’t move. Matteo fell back to the ground and yelled, "Medic!"

The medic and his newest pig walked up to Matteo. He sighed as a tingly feeling swept over him. Thank Ma’at for healers. He would have been disabled for the rest of his life otherwise. It was too bad the medic hadn’t been there when Matteo had lost his arm. Now that his stub was healed, nothing short of a miracle pill would fix it.

There were six more rounds of spars. Matteo won two more rounds and lost one. He didn’t mind losing to the recruit that could set himself on fire though. Everyone lost to that guy, even Ilaria. Edoardo lost all of his matches. He didn’t have a solid handle on his artifact yet.

Matteo asked what Dimitris’ artifact did, but his squadmate refused to answer. He wouldn’t even tell him what his artifact was. At first Matteo thought that his squadmate’s power was defensive, but then he thought it was some sort of strength enhancement. He punched way harder than he should. However, he didn’t consistently hit that hard. Sometimes he was able to take a big hit, other times he got sent flying. It was strange. He didn’t know what two of his squadmates could do. He decided to fix that problem soon.

The next day, Captain Angelica met them in front of the exterminator’s headquarters. She was folding her arms and scowling. Once everyone was gathered around her, she said, "The Wardens have decided to mess up my training schedule. Tartaruga is eating a kaiju today, and they have decided they can’t handle it on their own. The Rangers have to rescue them again. Our big hitters are weakening the bug to make it easy for Tartaruga to kill it. That means you lot are needed to handle the knock-on infestations. Go get your armor, kit, and artifact and meet me back here on the double."


Chapter 11: Mantis Lunch, Monster Food

Matteo didn’t know what a knock-on infestation was, but he figured the captain would tell them. He jogged back to the quartermaster. Along with the rest of the recruits, he hurriedly strapped into his armor. At this point, they were practiced at it. He slid his pen into its straps and grabbed his kit. It was a bag of rations, first aid supplies, and other useful items like his lacquered rune sheets. Everyone got a snarl added to their kit. It was a magical vine ball used for restraining monsters. Strapped to the outside of the bag were a small buckler shield and a shortsword.

A few recruits asked for bows or crossbows to take along. The quartermaster refused. Arrows were a limited resource, and none of the recruits were certified marksmen. Spiros, in particular, was adamant that he was an expert archer, but the quartermaster didn’t care.

Once everyone was ready to go, Captain Angelica led them headward through the streets. It was interesting, jogging past the public, fully loaded for combat. Some people ignored them, but others seemed awed by the recruits marching by in almost lockstep. They hadn’t practiced running in unison enough for it to be perfect lockstep yet.

Eventually, they arrived at the edge of the shell. Tartaruga’s head was in front of them, dozens of feet below the edge of the shell. Three pulley elevators were attached to the edge. Matteo thought that was a good solution, the cables could be easily adjusted for when the kaiju moved its head. For now Tartaruga had his head stretched forward, intently staring at the mantis kaiju a mile away.

The captain split them up into squads and sent them down all at once. Ilaria had used the elevator before, so she was able to give them a gentle landing on the kaiju’s skin. The speed lever required careful management.

The middle squad evidently didn’t know that, and their landing was rough. After the captain chewed them out, she passed out harnesses. They were designed to attach to their armor, and each one had a cable leading back to the captain. She explained that this would prevent them from falling off if the turtle twisted or turned its head during the upcoming battle. She hooked everyone’s cables to a different link in her chain and then held that chain high above their heads. It was like she was walking a bunch of dogs.

Captain Angelica had them jog the rest of the way to their destination. By now, they were used to running in armor. Along the way, they passed the only permanent structure on Tartaruga’s head. It was a large mansion, constructed from an extravagant mix of granite and mahogany with a shell tile roof. She made sure to give the mansion a wide berth. The most important person on the kaiju lived there, the director.

The director had an artifact that allowed him to direct the slow-moving kaiju. Every kaiju with a city on its back had a director, pointing it towards food and away from danger. It was a boring job, but the magical bond had some benefits. Matteo had heard the man was over two hundred years old now. It was much better than some of the other benefits he had heard of. The director atop the bear kaiju had just grown inconveniently large.

The captain led her tethered recruits to the front edge of the turtle’s head, where the beak started. The beak curved straight down only a few hundred feet away. Dozens of Wardens and Rangers were already there. The Wardens had a blue uniform with green armor on top, and the Rangers had a green uniform with blue armor. The two groups kept themselves separate, giving each other dirty looks. Some of them were tethered to anchors in the turtle's skin, others were walking free. A small stone building was in the center of the assembled group. Matteo knew it wasn’t normally here, so they must have built it for the fight.

A Warden Lieutenant and a Ranger Captain were arguing with each other as their group approached the stone building. The Ranger held up his artifact, a pressure gauge, "Look, you know what this does. Send me out with the initial expedition. I can take care of ninety percent of the wild kaiju’s infestation in twenty minutes."

"Use your eyes, man," the Warden said and gestured towards the mantis looming nearby. "Do you see those scythes a mile long? What do you think will happen to Tartaruga when the mantis attacks? Our turtle will bleed like a stuck pig. You need to stay here and stem the bleeding."

The Ranger Captain grumbled and walked away tailward. The Warden turned to Captain Angelica and said, "And what do you want?"

"Captain Angelica reporting as ordered. Sixteen recruits to help with the knock-on infestations," she said and saluted.

The man deflated slightly. "Thank you for coming, captain. I hate to use recruits, but I’m afraid you will be needed. No one saw the mantis coming and reports say it has a larger than normal monster infestation. Set up your squads on the far left, just past the Ranger privates you see there. If you have anyone with ranged capability, have them target the back wings as soon as they are in range."

"Yes, sir," she said and led the recruits away.

They jogged a few hundred feet away to stand near the kaiju’s left eye. They couldn't see it from here, though. The turtle’s open eyelid was bigger than a house from their perspective and blocked their view.

"It’s time to earn your nickname, recruits. Tartaruga is attacking a wild kaiju today, one that is infested with hundreds of monsters. During the battle, the monsters will likely jump to the stronger source of mana. In this case, it’s Tartaruga. Your job is to kill any monster you can reach while keeping your fellow recruits safe. Work together, people. I am going to unclip everyone. I want you to rearrange yourselves according to your skill sets. If your artifact grants you long range, get into the middle of the formation. Midrange around them, and frontline around the outside. Attacks can come from any direction, so I want your formation to be round," Captain Angelica said. She flexed her chain, and the cables unclipped.

Matteo knew his fireball would finally be getting some use, so he positioned himself in the middle of the group. He looked over at Riccardo to see him approaching the captain.

"Where do you want me, sir?" Riccardo said.

Captain Angelica looked annoyed. "I just told you... Oh wait. You haven’t mastered them yet, have you?"

"No, sir," Riccardo said, looking down.

"Fine. Stand over here. I will keep an eye out for blowback. Do your best to keep them pointed in the right direction, recruit," she said and directed Riccardo to stand on his own.

"Yes, sir," Riccardo said.

He pulled out his artifact and Matteo got to see it for the first time. It was small. It looked like a honey drizzler, a stick with a carved beehive on top.

The captain came over to the rest of the recruits and rearranged a few of the recruits. They had positioned themselves incorrectly. The captain berated them as she hooked everyone up again. She mentioned extra runs if they had to bring the medic over because of accidents.

For the next half hour, they stood at attention, watching the mantis kaiju draw closer. The insect was trying to flee, but their turtle was faster. Not that either was particularly fast. The same magics that allowed kaiju to grow so big also slowed them down. A regular sized mantis might be able to take a dozen steps in as many seconds, but the giant looming over them was taking one step every ten minutes. Tartaruga was just as slow, but his steps covered more distance. Their city was closing in on its prey.

Matteo looked up at the mantis. It was only half a mile away now. The tops of its antenna looked like they could pierce the clouds. It wasn’t nearly that tall, but his perspective atop the turtle’s head was misleading. He knew it was only three miles tall.

Now that it was closer, he could see the monsters atop the kaiju’s back. They fed off of the mana rich flesh of the mantis. That wasn’t their only diet. People's flesh was just as appetizing to them. At some point during this battle, the monsters were sure to drop off the kaiju and attack the Wardens and exterminators here.

Although, calling it a battle was a bit much. This was a feeding. Tartaruga’s beak was wide enough to engulf half of this mantis in one go. Despite the fact that the mantis’s scythes were almost a mile long, it was going to die today. All kaiju needed mana to survive, and what better source of mana than another kaiju? There were other sources, of course, but this was one of the turtle’s favorites.

The mantis panicked and put on an extra bit of speed to stay ahead of Tartaruga. It meant that the recruits would have to wait even longer for action. Luca, the furniture animator, decided to sit down. He wouldn’t be contributing much to this fight since he had forgotten to bring his furniture along.

Sitting down turned out to be a mistake. Captain Angelica whipped her chain at him, hitting the back of his armor and sending him sprawling. She yelled, "No slacking off while on duty. There are flying monsters, you know. Recruit Luca has just earned everyone a lap around the shell. Everyone thank Luca."

"Thank you Luca," the recruits muttered, murder in their eyes.

Everyone was more alert after that. When the kaiju was only a quarter mile away, the captain ordered everyone to put the shield in their off-hand. A few people drew the short sword as well, including Luca. Matteo slid his laminated rune sheets into the back of his shield so they would be easily accessible.

After waiting so long, the start of the fighting was a relief. Dozens of different colored magics blossomed out from the Wardens and Rangers near the front. The mantis kaiju stumbled and slowed down into range. The captain gave the order for everyone with a ranged artifact to attack the lower wings.

Matteo traced out the fireball rune. He hadn’t prepped it yet, not wanting to accidentally set it off in the middle of the formation. Twenty seconds later, the tip of his pen glowed red. As he lifted up his head to target his fireball, he saw the attacks of the other ranged artifacts nearby.

The young girl next to him was throwing hats. They looked flimsy and frilly, but they flew straight for hundreds of yards. When they hit the monsters, it was enough to knock them off their feet and even kill the smaller ones. The hats returned after each throw. She had four hats and kept them in the air most of the time.

The recruit next to him was solidifying ice out of the air, forming long spears. Every three seconds, he sent one arcing through the air to impact the mantis with a crash. He was putting a lot of ice down range, but his aim needed work. Not that it was surprising. They were all still new at this.

What did surprise him was Riccardo. His artifact was sending out a stream of amber colored flying insects. Terror wasps. Each one was about a foot large and incredibly angry. Most of the wasps flew across the gap between kaiju and zeroed in on the monsters there. As soon as they landed, they exploded. The explosion was violent, but small; only a few feet wide.

However, Riccardo didn’t have full control of his artifact. Some of the wasps turned back to attack the recruits or Riccardo himself. He tried to convince the terror wasps to turn back, but that only made them angrier. He flinched back when they buzzed their wings louder. Captain Angelica had to constantly whip her chain out and destroy them before they got too close. She lost a foot of chain each time.

Matteo shook his head and refocused on his fireballs. He carefully aimed the pen, making sure not to hit the hats or the icicles. The fireball screamed across the distance. It flew perfectly straight and killed two tentacle tangles as it hit. He smiled. This fireball was incredibly useful. Just one of the tentacle monsters would have been a match for him without his artifact.

One of the recruits on the front line threw out a snarl. Magical vines sprouted out of the snarl as it hit, ensnaring a trio of nematodes. The thorns on the vines pierced into their slick skin and held them in place for an icicle attack to quickly kill them.

"Recruit! Don’t waste snarls. We have a long fight ahead of us," Captain Angelica yelled.

Matteo ignored the dressing down and sent fireball after fireball, screaming towards the monsters. Every twenty to thirty seconds, he had another one ready and sent it on its way. He torched a pinworm, obliterated a trio of goblins, and turned an owlbear into a puff of flaming feathers. He had to fight to keep himself from laughing maniacally.

"Mana low," his artifact whispered in his ear.

That sobered him up. Even the twenty second wait between fireballs wasn’t long enough for the pen to recharge. That cleared up his dreams of grandeur. He decided to pace himself more.

A shift beneath his feet made him look up. Tartaruga was twisting his head to go in for a bite. A glance behind him showed the turtle’s huge eyelid slowly closing. This was it. The kaiju were clashing. A stream of monsters would soon be attacking.

Captain Angelica raised her chain in the air and directed them to the left. They were going to stay on the top of Tartaruga as he twisted his head. Most of the Wardens and Rangers followed, staying in the same formation. Not everyone did though, some stayed to block attacks from underneath. The cable connected to the back of their armor helped keep them in place.

Matteo was able to get several more fireballs sent downrange before he was interrupted. This time by a loud crack. Tartaruga had bitten into the mantis, and its exoskeleton had cracked. Both the abdomen and thorax had huge cracks in them now.

The crack seemed to act like a signal to the monsters. Like rats fleeing a sinking ship, the monsters fled the mantis. Hundreds of them swarmed toward the turtle, jumping towards its beak in a wave.

They died almost as quickly as they appeared, glowing orange snakes swallowing some of them. Others fell apart as a yellow laser swept across them. Occasionally, the battlefield would flash a bright red, and a dozen monsters would burst into cinders. About once a second, the ballista above them on the edge of the shell would fire down at the mass of monsters, often impaling several at once. Matteo shivered as he saw a Warden lobbing huge green balls that dissolved everything they touched.

The recruits watched in awe as the higher leveled artifact wielders decimated the monster wave. Their distraction ended as monsters at the edge of the battle came for them. Matteo sent his fireball and then switched to tracing the waterjet rune. The monsters were too close now. He couldn’t chance collateral damage.

The first monsters that attacked them were a trio of slithering nematodes. They looked like black snakes without heads, slithering forward in an inky slime. The slime was their magical ability. Most monsters had one. Some even had two.

Matteo shouted, "The slime is poison, don’t get it on you!"

His warning wasn’t needed. One nematode was eviscerated with an icicle. The other two were killed by a combination of fire, void rope, ink swords, crowbars, and invisible claws. No one was taking any chances. They sent their best attacks forward.

Next, a pair of tentacle tangles rolled their way. It lasted longer than the nematodes because of its ability to bend its entire body around multiple attacks at once. A flame blast from Spiros was what took it down.

As a platoon, they were able to take care of many more monsters. Owlbears, pinworms, and flukes all fell to their combined attacks. Ten minutes into the assault, a thrumming sound rang out throughout the battlefield. Matteo felt more than heard the sound. He looked up to see the mantis screaming in pain. Kaiju’s voices were deep bass sounds, even the insect ones. He shook his head and refocused on the fight. He couldn’t kill monsters with his waterjet, but he could distract them at a critical moment.

The recruits were holding their own until a claw footed troll came lumbering towards them. Ten feet tall and ugly as sin, the troll had the same ability as most of its kind. Regeneration. The void rope cut fingers off, but they were regrown two steps later. An ink sword across the neck made it cough. A blast of flame gave it a sunburn. It ignored the snarl's grasping vines like it was walking through grass. The captain’s chains only slowed it down. The only thing that stopped it was the appearance of a fifteen foot tall knight from the right. The monster turned to address the greater threat.

The claw footed troll kicked out, but the knight danced back. The troll roared and jumped after it. The troll spread out its arms to tackle the knight, but instead fell through it. It had been an illusion. The troll picked itself up and growled at the recruits. Now it was mad.


Chapter 12: Practical Training

Matteo sent his waterjet towards the troll’s foot just as it was stepping down. The impact made it stumble. The recruit with the void rope caught on, sending his rope through its shins just as it got back up. The troll stumbled again. Half of the recruits saw where this was going and started to back up. They didn’t have the right artifacts for the job.

Some of the recruits near the back cut and ran. They remembered their cables just in time for them to knock them off their feet. Captain Angelica didn’t release them, though. She was wholly focused on slowing the troll down. Without her chains hindering the troll, they would all be dead by now.

Matteo started breathing heavily. He looked back but forced himself not to step out of line. Panic and fear screamed in his ears, trying to get him to move. He was about to give in when he heard something.

A buzzing sound that quickly got louder. It was Riccardo’s swarm of terror wasps. The angry wasps impacted the angry troll and detonated, one after another. The troll’s ability quickly regenerated the circular wounds, but that only made the remaining wasps angrier. They dive bombed the troll’s head one after another. The troll raised its arms to ward off the explosions, losing its hands in the process. Once the troll lost both arms, it turned to run away. It was too late. The swarm of terror wasps attacked the troll as one. They kept coming and exploding until all that was left was a single clawed foot.

"Recruit Riccardo. That’s enough. Focus on the monster’s back line again," Captain Angelica commanded.

Riccardo dropped to his knees, panting. He nodded at the captain and got back up. The next three terror wasps must have sensed weakness in him. They turned and started to attack the one holding their artifact. He dropped to his knees and screamed. The captain lost a section of her chain saving him.

"Focus, recruit!" the captain yelled.

"Sorry, sir. Yes, sir," Riccardo said.

Matteo felt bad for his friend, but there wasn’t anything he could do for him from the middle of the formation. He loaded up another waterjet and kept an eye out for incoming monsters. There was a lull at the moment. Monsters must have wanted to avoid the troll or terror wasp. He looked up to the mantis above him.

The insect kaiju loomed over him. Green blood slowly poured out of the cracks in the exoskeleton. The blood was slowly turning into blue wisps as it returned to pure mana. The monster was done for. Matteo still felt the low-pitched scream, so it must be alive for now.

The recruits refocused on killing monsters. One after another, their platoon killed tentacle tangles, pinworms, aphids, goblins, and nematodes. There was more and more time between attacks as the monster horde thinned out. Tartaruga turned its head back to normal as he chewed on the mantis. The captain led the recruits back towards their starting point, keeping them on the uppermost part of the turtle’s head.

Matteo kept an eye on his fellow squad mates as they fought. Chiara wasn’t happy with her place on the front line. She was fully protected in her armadillo form, but she hadn’t figured out how to move fast enough yet. Monsters kept pushing her around. Edoardo didn’t seem like he was doing much with his pocket watch, but the monsters nearby seemed to stumble a lot more around him.

Dimitris was exhausted. He had no problems keeping up with the recruits when they ran laps, but he was dragging now. Whatever his artifact did, it must take a lot out of him. Matteo had a working theory after watching him fight. It seemed like he absorbed punches and then could release them later. Maybe it took effort to hold the punches until he used them.

As they continued to fight, Matteo noticed one of the mantis’ scythes heading down towards the turtle’s face. It looked like it would land behind them, so he refocused on the fight in front of him. It probably wouldn’t even pierce the turtle’s skin.

As the scythe drew closer, the corporal yelled out, "Deflect, deflect!"

The scythe’s edge was glowing black now. That must be the kaiju’s magic ability, impossibly sharp scythes. Matteo watched as an enormous blue hammer appeared out of nowhere and slammed into the scythe. The magical construct managed to budge it a few dozen feet. It was still on track to hit Tartaruga in the forehead.

"Again!" the corporal yelled.

"Five minutes, sir," the private responded. He was on his knees, gasping. That magical hammer must have exhausted him.

Just before the scythe hit, the private was able to knock into the kaiju’s limb one more time. It wasn’t enough. The scythe slid into the turtle’s skin with agonizing slowness. Five feet, ten. Fifteen feet, twenty. It finally stopped penetrating when it was twenty-five feet deep. It reversed direction, slipping out of the wound with ease. Red blood slowly started to seep up from the wound.

The Warden from before yelled and the Ranger with the pressure gauge jogged back to the wound. He did something and the blood loss slowed down. The scythe fully exited the wound and the kaiju scream cut out at the same time. It was dead now. A few minutes later, the monster infestation slowed as well. Soon, there were only a few dozen left on the beak. Matteo sent out a fireball to a distant tentacle tangle. He didn’t bother loading another rune. The rest of the monsters would be dead soon.

Now that the monster hoard wasn’t as loud, they could hear the cracks as the mantis’ exoskeleton continued to crumble under the beak of the turtle. Matteo imagined he could hear pleased sounds as Tartaruga scarfed his meal. The mana from the mantis would feed their home kaiju for a couple months. Today was a good day for the turtle.

Colonel Pietro walked up to the wound the scythe had left. Even with the magic of the pressure gauge artifact, it was still dripping huge gobs of blood to the forest floor below.

"What a disaster!" the colonel yelled. "You Rangers failed to report the mantis, and then you allow Tartaruga to get seriously injured. This will take weeks to heal, even with our best artifacts. I think demotions might be in order."

"I don’t know if that will be needed, colonel. This is a small wound and I can tell you that Tartaruga barely felt it," an older man said.

Matteo turned to see who the new voice was. It was the director.

"Director Chrisos. Wonderful to see you today," the colonel said with a bow. The Rangers and Wardens followed suit.

The director held up his hands. "Please, no bowing. I am no one special. I am just a simple beast handler."

"There is nothing simple about you, director," the colonel said respectfully. "I will honor your request and demote no one. I will focus my efforts on retraining."

"As you wish. I lead no one but Tartaruga," the director said and calmly walked towards the Warden command center.

Matteo could see why there were rumors the director was two hundred years old. He was heavily wrinkled and frail looking. However, his gait was strong and his spine straight. He might live for a few hundred years more. He wondered if the rumors about his artifact were true.

The rumors said that the director didn’t lead Tartaruga with a simple artifact. They said he had a relic. A magical object so powerful it shaped the fabric of reality. The church of Ma’at said that relics didn’t exist. Matteo wasn’t so sure. Regular artifacts were balanced by monsters. It only made sense that kaiju were balanced by something just as powerful. Not that anyone had ever seen one. It was always the friend of a friend that said he knew someone that wielded a relic.

"Captain Angelica, your recruits handled themselves well today. I believe the enlisted can finish here. Go ahead and continue your training at headquarters. Dismissed," Colonel Pietro said.

The captain saluted and led them all back to the elevators. She didn’t unhook them from the cables until they were loading onto the elevators. They marched back to the exterminator headquarters. Matteo felt a lot better about being an exterminator now. He contributed to the safety of the whole city today. His rune scribe pen had proven itself a capable monster killer, too.

The quartermaster complained about the state of their armor. Many of them were blood and slime splattered. The recruits took a quick bath and dressed in new uniforms. They had missed lunch, so the captain let them eat.

Once everyone was clean and fed, she took them all to a meeting room and said, "First off, thank you all for your work today. Monsters died, and the medic's services weren’t needed. Good job."

There were a few cheers and applause at that and the captain continued, "This meeting is for the after action report. I had planned on teaching you about this later, but we had a deployment. The purpose of this meeting is to discuss where we were successful and where we could improve. For today, I will give the feedback, but next time, you will be expected to come up with your own examples."

She pointed to a young woman. "Recruit Calliope. You were effective with your hatter artifact. You kept the hats in motion and the majority of your throws landed. You could improve your aim, but my main suggestion would be to use deadlier hats."

"Recruit Riccardo. Your artifact racked up the most kills today. By far. However, your artifact control needs substantial improvement. Several Rangers almost died," she said with a frown. Riccardo nodded, not looking up.

"Recruit Luca. I have nothing positive to say to you. Your main mistake was not bringing furniture along when we issued the artifacts. However, I noticed a distinct lack of attacking after I placed you on the front line. Be better."

"You should have told us we would be fighting monsters. I didn’t know," Luca retorted.

"You have earned your squad an extra lap around the shell for that statement, recruit. And just so you don’t forget the lesson, I want you to bring a table along every single time we wear armor. Is that understood?" Captain Angelica said.

"Yes, sir," Luca said while his squad glared at him.

"Recruit Charalampos. You did well in your position. You were able to effectively weave your attacks around the front line without risking injury. Medium range is where you shine. There are many ways you could improve, though. Your artifact summons more than just crowbars, and I am sure you can impart more speed to what you summon.

"Recruit Matteo. Your fireballs were very useful against the horde. Your artifact could have given Recruit Riccardo a run for his money. However, your time between fireballs was much too long. Find a way to improve that," the captain said.

Matteo nodded. He already had an idea of how to shorten the rune drawing process. The captain quickly ran through the rest of the recruits, pointing out where they succeeded and where they needed to improve. Matteo made a point to remember names and artifacts. He would have to spar against all of them, eventually. Some of them would be easy to fight, others hard. The recruit that summoned invisible raccoons should be easy enough to deal with. He wasn’t sure how to deal with the man that could cut anything with his void rope.

"Tomorrow we will discuss artifact leveling and magic theory. It should help you all understand how you can improve your own performance. For the rest of today, though, we will work on your abysmal sword work. If you lose your artifact, or it isn’t effective against the monster you are fighting, you will need to use your short sword. Everyone armor up and head to the practice yard with a buckler and sword," Captain Angelica said.

The recruits groaned.

Chapter 13: The Mana Cycle

"Where do humans fall on the mana cycle?" Captain Angelica said.

The recruits were in the meeting room after their morning run. They must have still been tired from the run because no one answered this basic question. When it looked like no one else would answer, Matteo raised his hand. The captain nodded at him to answer.

"Humans don’t have mana inherently, so we are outside the mana cycle," Matteo said.

"Correct, for now. Soon enough, you will join the cycle. As soon as you all graduate and bond with your artifact, you will gain a mana core and join the great cycle. Mana flows through the air, mana precipitates into wisps, wisps transmute into crystallium or artifacts, monsters and kaiju eat that solid mana, and when they die, the mana flows into the air once more. You will be thrust into the middle of that cycle soon. Why is that important?" the captain said.

"We will need to consume mana rich foods soon," Ilaria said.

"Yes, but why does it matter that you will be joining the mana cycle?" the captain prompted.

"Monsters will want to eat the mana within our bodies," Spiros said. He was the recruit with the fire artifact. Matteo had suspected for a while that he had training before this.

"That’s exactly right. Your artifact will bond to you and give you a mana core. This will make you very appetizing to monsters. The higher your level, the tastier you will be. When we go out on patrol next week, I want you to remember that. They can literally smell you coming. It’s like ringing the dinner bell," Captain Angelica said.

"The same is true of our dear kaiju. The monsters want to eat the concentrated mana of our turtle, and so we clear out monsters in the path of the kaiju. Today we will be discussing how to detect monsters before they see you," she said. She pulled out a stack of paintings on thin pieces of wood.

Matteo leaned forward. The art was incredibly detailed, well beyond his ability even when he had both hands. The front painting looked like a perfect rendition of the forest floor. Every leaf was detailed, every blade of grass pristine. Either the city had an artist that put him to shame, or this was the work of an artifact.

"Now, this is a typical view as you are walking through the forest. Let’s discuss where monsters might be waiting in ambush. On the left..."

The recruits leaned forward. This was information that would literally save their lives. In addition to spotting ambushes, they discussed different monster’s magical abilities. Each one needed to be handled differently. They wouldn’t always have the overwhelming power of the entire platoon, each squad needed to be capable on their own.

Next, they spent an hour in independent study of their artifact. They needed to test the limits of the inherent magic within each one and find untapped potential. For example, Spiros discovered that in addition to shooting fire and being immune to heat, he could climb walls. It all fit his artifact, which was a necklace made from a fire salamander tail. It made Matteo a bit jealous. He had discovered more limitations of his artifact, not extra abilities. The reason he could trace some runes and not others was that the pen only worked on continuous runes. If he lifted his rune scribe pen up, it broke the magic.

That afternoon, they sparred again. The captain put a chalkboard up in the far corner with a win tally per squad. Each squad had their own name, the Gamma Squad, the Kappa Squad, and Matteo’s squad, the Pend Squad. It was the second time he had heard that term. He knew it wasn’t a letter like the other two names.

"Hey, Ilaria, what does Pend mean?" Matteo said as they armored up. He figured she would be the one on the squad most likely to know.

"It means our fate is pending. We aren't all expected to survive because most of us were forced to be here," Ilaria said with a scowl. The conversation died with that answer. They trudged back out to the practice yard.

Pend squad had a small advantage in the spars because they had six members. Each recruit had more time between bouts, and there were more squad members to scope out the competition. That advantage was all but worthless. After a full week of spars, they were a distant third. They would have to win nine spars in a row to even get to second place.

Pend Squad had mostly taken the attitude of avoiding damage during the spars, instead of actively trying to win. Ilaria and Matteo still gave it their best, but the other four were resigned to their fate. Edoardo had even jumped out of the ring once before taking a solid hit. He earned everyone another lap around the city for that move.

Matteo’s first opponent of the day was Kyriake. Her olive oil jar artifact made her a difficult opponent. She sent more recruits sliding out of the ring than anyone else. Matteo was feeling optimistic today, though. He had watched her other fights, and he thought he had a good strategy to combat her.

The first part of his plan was attached to his waist. It was a wooden tablet with a recessed groove shaped like the waterjet rune. He could push the tip of the runic pen into the top of the tablet and it would slide down to the bottom, tracing the rune along the way. Now he could reload his waterjet in five seconds without looking.

Kyriake and Matteo stood across from each other, waiting for the captain to start the spars. They did three at once now. Each squad had two people fighting at once. The captain always waited to start the fight until a few of them weren’t paying attention.

As soon as the captain yelled fight, Matteo burst into action. He knew that Kyriake’s artifact took a bit of time to take effect. After he took a few steps, he jumped to the side and used his waterjet. That almost took her off guard. Matteo usually waited to use his magic until later in the spar. He had aimed at her artifact and made her fumble it. Unfortunately, she caught the jar with her other hand and hit Matteo with its effect.

Matteo slid uncontrollably across the sand. He had been expecting that and was able to stay standing. Her artifact could add or remove friction from its target. It was very effective, but had one flaw. It was only a problem when you were touching the ground.

Waiting until his pen was reloaded with a waterjet, Matteo turned and jumped towards her. He kept jumping with both legs so he could keep his balance. The technique probably wouldn’t work on any other surface, but the sand had enough give that he was able to get to Kyriake and attack.

His left arm held a warhammer, and he used it to knock away the shield she was using. He fired his waterjet into her face and knocked her onto the ground. The frictionless effect ended as she hit the ground, the jar had been knocked out of her hand. Matteo was easily able to disable her after that. Even with one arm, he was one of the best combatants of the recruits.

The following matches for their squad were surprising. Ilaria won her match, as usual. Dimitris won about half of his spars these days. He had discovered how to transfer inertia to things he was holding, and his counterattacks often involved an impressive shield bash. Riccardo lucked out in his match, accidentally kicking the invisible raccoons out of the ring and paving the way for an easy win. The real shock came when Chiara won her match. She lucked out by discovering her artifact was a great counter to the void rope Paraskevi wielded. The rope tried to disintegrate her armadillo skin, but her artifact kept restoring it. Chiara was able to knock Paraskevi unconscious with one good hit.

Matteo was feeling good when it was his turn again. Edoardo had just lost again, but Matteo felt like he could get things back on track. He was up against Spiros. The man’s artifact let him light his body on fire and send out gouts of fire, but Matteo’s waterjet was a good counter. He hadn’t won the last time they matched up, but with multiple waterjets available, Matteo had a chance.

The spar started with Matteo dodging a blast of flame as usual. He dodged two more attacks before he countered with his waterjet aimed at Spiros’ face. The water was blocked by his arms, but Matteo hadn’t expected that shot to hit. He was just using the distraction to get behind Spiros.

Matteo’s warhammer hit Spiros’ knee and dropped him to the sand. The wooden warhammer caught fire, so he tossed it aside. Knocking Spiros down gave Matteo the time to load another waterjet. This time, when Spiros turned, he got a faceful of waterjet. The magical attack was powerful enough that his head was knocked back.

While he was off balance and no longer on fire, Matteo tacked him. He rolled with Spiros, trying to launch him out of the ring. Spiros was too wily for that move, though. He slipped around Matteo and knocked him to the center of the ring.

"This’ll teach ya," Spiros said softly.

The next moment, Matteo’s world was on fire. He put his arms up to protect himself, but they caught on fire too. Within moments, the pain got so bad that he passed out. When Matteo awoke, he was completely healed. Even his hair had grown back. The Ranger Medic worked wonders. He listened to Spiros getting chewed out for damaging Ranger property again. Matteo’s armor had been ruined. That could be replaced though. There was one major problem, though.

His right arm was a hunk of charcoal. The pen artifact had survived unscathed, but his prosthetic was useless now.

"Do you have a spare, recruit? I would hate to have to cut you at this point," Captain Angelica said.

It took Matteo a moment for the situation to sink in and respond to the captain. Without a right arm, he couldn’t use his artifact. She would be forced to kick him out of the Rangers. He nodded, "Uh, probably? I bet my dad still has my first replacement arm at home. It has a hook for a hand, but I bet my artifact will still work with it."

She nodded curtly and walked away.

That night, Matteo walked with Riccardo on the way home. He took the long way to his parent’s house so he could talk with his friend more. "I am kind of getting worried."

"Nah, man. It’s all good. You can make a new hand and we will win more spars. Just watch," Riccardo said.

"No, that’s not it," Matteo said, "I mean, yeah, it sucks that I lost a prosthetic. It’s going to take forever to make a new hand. But that’s a temporary problem. I’m talking about our squad’s maat. What if Pend Squad is fated to die?"

Riccardo shook his head, "That’s not how maat works. The goddess doesn’t do anything until there is an unbalance. None of us have been particularly blessed and undeserving. We have just as much chance of returning alive as any other recruit."

"Yeah, maybe. Still, it’s weird that there are deaths almost every year, right? I know it’s a dangerous job, but I worry that they are intentionally letting recruits die," Matteo said.

Riccardo stopped walking. "You don’t have to go through with this, Matteo. I gotta stay. Judge said so. But you got a choice. Whatcha really want?"

Matteo stuttered, "I... I’m not going to abandon you. I’m just worried about this."

"You don’t gotta protect me. Once I have my artifact mastered, I won’t need anyone’s protection. Even if you left, our squad would still have five people. It’s all good. If you left the exterminators, we can still be friends. You don’t have to force yourself to stay and protect me," Riccardo said.

"You are right, Riccardo. You don’t need my protection. I am just trying to decide what I really want for my life," Matteo said.

The rest of the walk home was depressing for Matteo. He had a seriously bad feeling about the Pend Squad. Exterminators regularly died. How could he stay on this squad? He wanted to protect his friend, but he didn’t want his parents to be heartbroken, either.

On the other hand, he had wanted magical powers his entire life. He loved using his artifact. He felt good when he had defended the town with the rest of the recruits. Exterminators had an important job that needed to be done.

He didn’t have any answers by the time he returned to his parent’s house. Maybe he would ask his dad for advice. Just because Matteo was an adult now didn’t mean his dad was any less brilliant.

His mom screamed when he walked in. "What happened to your arm?"

Matteo chucked, he had forgotten about that. His straps were still there, hanging in burnt tatters. It was going to take a while for him to calm her down.


Chapter 14: A New Arm

Once he got his mother calmed down, Matteo walked back to his room. It was his father’s den, and it should have his previous arm in there. It took him a bit to find it, but it was there, tucked away in the back of a shelf. It was a simple wooden prosthetic with a hook. It had a single cable he could use to open and close the hook. It didn’t fit.

When he used this wooden arm last, his stub had been swollen and still healing. Now that he was long healed, the arm socket was too big. He would have to adjust it down. Sadly, he couldn’t just add extra padding, because that would make his movements loose. He couldn’t afford to take a step backwards.

He plopped the arm down on his dad’s crafting desk. He idly noticed that it was cleaner than normal. Matteo looked around the room. It was all cleaner. His dad must have cleaned up his den for Matteo. That was nice of him. His dad was the best. He promised himself that he would help out his parents as soon as he got his first paycheck.

His father came in to say goodnight while he was still working on the arm.

"Hey Mattie, what are you up to?"

"My old arm got broken beyond repair. I am adjusting my first prosthetic so I can use it," Matteo said, intentionally not mentioning that it had been incinerated.

"Really? That sucks. I am sorry, buddy," his dad said and put his hand on Matteo’s shoulder.

Matteo set the arm down and turned to face his dad. "Actually, I wanted to talk to you."

His dad pulled up a chair. "What’s up?"

"I’ve been having second thoughts about being an exterminator," Matteo said.

"Why is that? Did losing your arm give you a scare?" his dad said softly.

"No, that’s not it... Actually, maybe that’s a part of it. The guy that did this to me also burnt me to a crisp. It was bad," Matteo said. He shook his head and continued, "But that’s not the main thing. It’s the risk. People die every year as exterminators and I am thinking I am being stupid to think that I won’t be one of them. I’m just this one-armed guy with an artifact I can’t even use well. Who am I to say I will beat the odds? Just because I wanted to do this when I was a kid doesn’t mean I can make a career out of it as an adult," Matteo said.

His dad leaned back and said, "Yeah, I get that. You’re wondering if you are fooling yourself. Imposter syndrome." He paused and said, "Let me ask you something, why do you want to be a Ranger in the first place?"

"In the first place? I wanted to play with magic," Matteo said honestly. "Recently, I guess it’s evolved a bit. I want to be there for my friends. I want to protect my home. It’s the right thing to do, I guess."

"Sounds like you want to be a Ranger. You are just worried that you won’t be good enough. Trust me, son. You are overqualified. There is no one I would rather have protecting me. At the same time, I would be happy if you decided to stay on the shell. I would be happy not to have to worry about you. Whatever you decide, I will be there for you," dad said. He pulled Matteo in for a hug.

"Thanks, dad," Matteo said as he returned the hug.

The conversation helped him solidify how he felt about the exterminators. He did want to join them, to protect those that he loved. Plus, magic was cool. The job was dangerous, sure, but he knew it was worth the risk. He wanted to do the right thing, and this was it for him.

The next day at headquarters, he got a lot of strange looks from the other recruits. His hook hand stood out. Matteo ignored them. He was mostly used to people looking at him weird. He went straight to the quartermaster to check out his artifact. He needed to double check that his new arm still qualified as a "right hand". Sometimes artifacts were oddly specific with their requirements.

The good news was that it still worked. The bad news was that it was harder than ever to trace out a rune. This new arm was unwieldy enough that he took twice as long to trace out his runes. It was frustrating, but Matteo was determined. He was going to figure out a way around this, no matter what it took.

In his three spars that day, he won two of them. He suspected his opponents were wary of the hook hand. It made him think about possibly getting himself a knife or ax hand. That would be hilarious, walking around with an ax hand. He could just imagine someone trying to shake his hand and finding an ax there. When he told his dad about it, he laughed for ten minutes straight.

Two days later, he returned home to a surprise. His parents were standing around the kitchen table with goofy grins on their faces. There was a large wooden box on the table. It had a small cloth bow placed on top.

"What’s this all about?" Matteo said. His birthday wasn’t for three months.

"We got you something," his mom said.

"We were always planning on it. We just decided it would be better to give it to you now," his dad said.

"What is it?" Matteo said. They didn’t respond, so he just walked up to the table. He took the bow off the box and lifted the lid. He let the lid drop in surprise. He had to open the box again to see the present.

It was his mechanical arm. His dad had finished it, and it looked beautiful. That wasn’t the surprise, though. Slotted into the lower half of the prosthetic was a large chunk of crystallium.

"What? How?" Matteo said, dumbfounded.

"We’ve been socking away rings for a while now. Instead of buying something boring, we got you an exciting new arm!" his dad said. He flung out his arms with a huge grin on his face.

Matteo knew the truth. They had been saving for their retirement. They had bought him a shard of crystallium instead. His left hand fluttered over the mechanical arm. "This is too much. You can’t spend this much on me," Matteo said.

"Nonsense, we can spend our money however we want," dad said.

"If you are really worried about it, you can pay us back after you become a bigshot Ranger," his mom said with a smile.

"What if I die? You will be left with nothing. I can’t do that to you," Matteo said, still in shock that they had spent so much of their meager savings.

His mom walked up to him and patted him on the cheek. "Then don’t die, idiot."

The three of them burst out laughing at that. She had a good point. All he had to do was stay alive. Besides, he thought he remembered that family members got a payout if exterminators died in the line of duty. They would be fine either way. Financially, anyway.

He quickly shucked his hook arm and reverently lifted his new arm out of the box. His dad helped him slot it onto his stump. There were no straps or anything, just a socket. He slid it on.

"When I pull this tab here, the enchantments here will activate," his dad said. "The arm should fuse to you, and you should be able to control it right away. The enchanter said that the crystallium should make the arm self-healing, as long as there isn’t too much metal missing. Also, you won’t ever have to clean it. Dirt will slide right off of it."

His dad pulled off the bit covering the shard. Matteo watched in awe as the arm activated. The crystallium started glowing slightly, and the glow spread out across the whole mechanical arm. The metal bands molded themselves to his stub. The arm shrunk slightly, gaps in construction closing themselves up. A tingle started from his shoulder and ran all the way down to his fingertips.

He could feel his hand! Matteo slowly moved his metal arm and hand around in increasingly complex movements. It was like he had never lost an arm. In fact, he had the feeling that it was better than his old arm. It felt strong. Strong and tough.

"Wow, dad, mom. Thank you so much," Matteo said with tears in his eyes. He was right-handed again.

"Give me a hug, you big galoot," his mom said.

He gave them both a big hug and thanked them again. He promised to pay them back triple as soon as he could. It was already late, so they went to bed shortly after that. Matteo couldn’t stop smiling. He had his arm back. He drifted off to sleep, more content than he had been in over a year.

The next morning at breakfast, his mom said, "I have been meaning to ask, Matteo. Did the Rangers or Wardens ever find any more Isfet cultists?"

"I don’t think so. No one has mentioned it at all since that Sunday. I am sure I would have heard something if they had any good clues. I bet there was only ever the one guy," Matteo said.

"I hope that’s what it was. It is a scary thought that people out there want to murder us and our poor Tartaruga," mom said.

"Yes dear, some people go crazy from the danger down on the ground," dad said and patted her hand. "Lucky for us, we have Matteo out there protecting us."

"I’m not protecting anyone just yet. I have to admit it will be easier with this new arm," Matteo said and held up his metal arm. He still couldn’t get over how responsive it was. With this, he would be a formidable contestant in the spars and out on patrol. Even without his artifact, he was a force to be reckoned with. He felt like he could punch a troll’s lights out. Well, maybe not a troll, but at least a dire wolf.

In between trainings that day, he got a lot of comments about his new arm. They could see the crystallium peeking through the metal plates of the arm. It was clearly magical. Despite the proliferation of artifacts in everyday life on the kaiju, magical tools like his were rare. Most crystallium they came across got sold to one of the big cities, or got eaten by Tartaruga.

As soon as Matteo got his rune scribe pen, he tested out something he had been hoping to try for weeks. By now he knew the waterjet rune by heart. He traced it out in the air, not using the lacquered paper. His heart thudded as the tip glowed blue. It worked! His metal hand was precise enough to trace the rune without assistance. This was fantastic.

Before he lost his hand, he had been right-handed. He had loved to draw and paint. He had built up an incredible amount of skill over the years. Now it was all back. He couldn't wait to show off.

Matteo’s time to shine came during the daily spars. His first opponent was Calliope, the girl with the hatter artifact. He would have been confident of his victory if she was still using the frilly hats, but she had switched them out. She had done tests to determine what her artifact considered a hat. It had to look like a fashionable hat, but it didn’t have to be made of cloth. She had three woven metal hats at her disposal now. Each one had a sharpened edge.

The last time he fought Calliope, he had spent the bout trying to avoid her spinning hats. He had done well at first, but she knocked him out with a hat from behind. Today would be different. His crystallium enhanced arm would be the perfect way to deflect her strikes.

When the captain yelled start, Matteo burst across the sand. Calliope threw out two of her hats as he ran closer. Instead of trying to avoid them, Matteo stepped into their path and punched them down. The first one got stuck in the sand, the second one spun out of control past the ring. He kept running towards her, a manic grin on his face. She quickly got over her shock and pulled out her last hat. Matteo shot it out of her hand with a waterjet.

She jumped forward then, trying to catch Matteo off guard. Her hatter artifact was a large hatform, and like all artifacts, almost indestructible. It made for a good weapon. Matteo danced out of the way of her wild swing and traced out another waterjet.

It didn’t work.

He would need more practice to trace out runes while fighting. He gave up on the artifact and just closed in on her. He deflected Calliope’s next swing with his metal arm. With the same motion, he swung his left arm around to give her an elbow to the temple. She dropped like a sack of wheat.

Thumps sounded as her hats dropped to the sand. She had been swinging them around to attack him from behind. If he had been a second slower, he would have lost. Good thing he had been fast.

His win put the Pend Squad within two wins of the other two squads. Winning the whole thing was within the realm of possibility now. The next spar had Edoardo and Chiara up against Luca and Kyriake. Both of the Pend Squad members lost. Matteo’s optimism evaporated.

Chiara was winning some of her spars, but Edoardo lost almost all of them. He was getting a better handle on his artifact, but he didn’t have enough courage to use it well. This was all still a game to him, and he wasn’t willing to take the risks needed to win.

"Alright, platoon. Gather up," Captain Angelica said after the spars were over, "Tomorrow we are going on a patrol as a squad. Artifact retrieval in Tartaruga’s footprints. The other Rangers have already cleared the surface, but there are always subterranean monsters exposed when our kaiju lifts his foot. Get a good night’s rest tonight. I need you at your best tomorrow."


Chapter 15: Footprints and Pitfalls

Captain Angelica led the sixteen recruits to the edge of the turtle’s shell, Riccardo’s old place of work. There were other ways to get to the ground, but Madam Demetra’s artifact made it easy and quick.

Matteo noticed a small frown on Madam Demetra’s face when she saw Riccardo. Matteo tightened the straps on his kit. His friend’s old boss was known to hold a grudge. This trip probably wouldn’t be as slow and comfortable as normal.

She directed the group to stand on the platform suspended off the edge of the shell. There was netting above it and scaffolding around it. The platform was a huge scale, leftover from when their turtle fought the snake last. It was durable and light, perfect for Madam Demetra’s magics. Once everyone was standing in the middle of the scale, she blasted out a wave of blue light from the floor tile in her hand. Matteo instantly felt lighter. Moments later, the clamps holding the scale in place disengaged.

They fell.

A half dozen recruits screamed as they fell. Matteo frowned. She was supposed to give them all a safety lecture before she let them go. This was dangerous. He shook his head and got into a low stance. Riccardo was showing his squad mates how to stand with their knees bent. They were falling slower than they would normally, but the impact would still be jarring.

About twenty seconds after they started falling, they hit the ground. Matteo smirked when he saw that their squad was the only one with members still standing. It would have been the full squad, but Edoardo had fallen on his butt.

"Hop to, Madam Demetra needs this scale back," Captain Angelica said.

Matteo helped Edoardo to his feet and quickly hopped off the scale. He noticed that Luca stayed on the scale for a bit, throwing up before he got off. He nodded, served her right for not warning them.

The surrounding landscape was a wonder. The trees and foliage looked so different up close. Matteo had been on the ground before, but he was always surprised that you could see individual leaves on the trees. The section of forest they found themselves in was dark and shady. Thin trees over thirty feet tall were interspersed with thick shrubs. He knew from unfortunate experience that many of them were full of thorns. A dozen bushes to their left were full of deep red berries. He had no idea of they were poisonous or not, but they looked delicious.

"Recruits!" Captain Angelica said. "Point to the foot most likely to squish you."

It took them a moment before everyone was pointing at the turtle foot a few miles back. It would be nearby in a few more steps.

"Always, always, keep an eye on Tartaruga’s feet every time you are underneath her. You are not allowed within three hundred feet of a falling foot. Not just because you might get squished, but also because her foot often collapses nearby cave systems," Captain Angelica said. She looked around and pointed at one of the indentions from the kaiju’s front right foot.

"Follow me. We are going over the rules again," the captain said. "Recruit Calliope, what is rule number one?"

"Don’t approach a footprint until you have surveyed it from every angle," Calliope said.

"Wrong. That’s rule number two. Recruit Spiros, what is rule number one?" Captain Angelica said.

"Don’t get squished. Be aware of the position of the kaiju’s feet at all times," Spiros said.

"Correct. We already got rule two. Recruit Dimitris, what is rule number three?" the captain said.

"Uh, always leave someone up top when you explore caves?"

"That’s not a rule, but it should be," Captain Angelica said.

They continued to discuss the rules of the job while they circled the footprint she directed them to. It was a circular depression in the earth, two hundred feet deep and a thousand feet wide.

The captain unspooled a huge length of chain and sent it spinning towards the dirt below them. The chain was really long when she wanted it to be. She said, "That’s the great thing about artifacts being mostly indestructible. If there were any here, you can just blast away and..." she trailed off as her chain hit something and sent it spinning through the air. She reached out and grabbed it with the chain and brought it over so they could all see. It was a red bucket. “...collect anything that survives. It’s a fun job. Lucrative too, assuming you hit quota. Our quota for today is eleven artifacts. After we collect that many, everything extra is mine to bond with. If we luck out and find something I am compatible with, I can go up a level."

"How do you know which ones you are compatible with?" Edoardo said.

Matteo shook his head. The captain had covered this last week.

"Your color of magic has to match up. If you try and absorb an artifact you aren’t compatible with, the artifact is still destroyed. It’s why no one absorbs artifacts in the field. We have to identify the magic color using the plinth in the town hall. Of course, that still isn’t a guarantee that you will level up. Every time you absorb an artifact, you risk wasting it. Identifying the color only improves your chances," Captain Angelica said.

It was a good thing she was their instructor instead of someone else. She had way more patience with idiotic questions than Matteo. Once the impromptu lesson was over, she pointed out the squashed remains of a cave system and told them to spread out and blast away from ground level. They didn’t need to go down there yet.

While they were walking along the edge of the footprint, Spiros said, "Hang back a bit, Kappa Squad. I don’t want to be close to the criminals if we can help it. Those scum are fated to die, don’t want their bad maat to rub off on us."

Chiara rounded on him and swore at him with her finger outstretched. "What did you ground pounders say? Even the worst of us were born on a kaiju. That makes us better than any of you scum sucking sons of mud."

Spiros jumped forward to hit her, but Luca held him back. Luca said, "Forget about them. They are the expendable squad. They just call them Pend Squad so we can get some work out of them before they die."

Matteo stepped in front of Chiara to convince her to stay back. These people were jerks that needed a beat-down, but this wasn’t the place for it. They would be encouraged to beat each other up later during the final spars.

As the two squads separated, Dimitris looked at Chiara and said, "That’s your worst insult? They were born on the ground? Come on. You can do better than that."

"Nah, man. Ground pounders are the worst kind of scum. If it weren’t for them, none of us would be risking our lives just to have a spot on the shell. It’s all their fault," Chiara said.

"Eh, the fact that you stole valuable merchandise from the warehouse probably had something to do with it, too," Dimitris said.

"Maybe. But if it wasn’t for the ground pounders, they would just throw me in jail for a month or two. It’s their fault I am probably going to die out here. There isn’t enough room for everyone," Chiara said.

"We should all be thankful for a job. We get magic and a chance to earn riches. The Rangers are saving us, not dooming us," Ilaria said.

"Nah, the exterminators are one of the worst of the bunch. They are full of ground pounders pushing us good people off the shell. Did you know half of all exterminators are ground pounders? If I had any other choice, I would have taken it," Chiara said.

Matteo said nothing. He had grown to really like Chiara, but he didn’t believe they were inherently better than those that were born on the ground. People were just people, no matter where they came from. He shook his head and started tracing out a fireball. He would have to do the bulk of the work for his squad. Riccardo was the only other one with a ranged artifact and he wouldn’t be helping today. He had said that he couldn’t convince his terror wasps to attack inanimate objects.

Thankfully, Matteo’s new arm meant that he could quickly send fireball after fireball into the footprint. One every five seconds. He didn’t uncover any artifacts, but he was having fun. The rest of the squad was bored though.

"Riccardo, how come you still don’t have your artifact under control yet? I’m not trying to be mean, I am just wondering. Your artifact uses yellow magic, just like mine, right? What’s your yellow magic aptitude?" Chiara said.

"Forty percent," Riccardo said, "Aptitude isn’t the problem. I just haven’t gotten a handle on how the wasps are controlled. It’s like they have a mind of their own and they hate me."

"Huh, mine is a lot easier to control. It’s kind of an on or off thing," Chiara said.

"Yeah, I am glad I am not bound to it. I am already planning on getting a new artifact after we graduate," Riccardo said.

"Wait, I think I saw something," Chiara said. "Hit that spot again, Matteo."

Matteo traced out another fireball and hit the same spot. This time, he saw a glint of something as it got shoved away by the explosion. When the captain came over to check on them, they pointed out where they thought they saw an artifact.

She reached down with her chain and brought it up. They were right. It was an artifact, pristine despite being hit with a fireball twice. It was a large set of serving tongs. The captain thanked them and sent them back to work. They switched to a new footprint shortly after that. Their practice running in full armor was useful today, since they needed to keep up with the kaiju.

The next footprint was a bust. There were no caves in that one, so no place for mana wisps to collect and form artifacts. They just ran on to the next footprint. They got to the front foot just as it was coming out of the ground. Its thick and crusty skin slid up out of the ground like a waterfall of stone. It was awe-inspiring, seeing the size and power of their home kaiju up close.

This footprint was much more productive. They found a torch, teapot, and a ring. Matteo was particularly impressed with himself when he saw the last one. It was so small it was amazing he saw it at all.

The cave system they had found was deemed productive enough that the captain decided to explore it. She said the caves were too dangerous for anyone under level ten. There were often high tier monsters down there. The recruits were left on the surface. She had the recruits watch each other while she walked through the cave system the footprint had exposed nearby.

Time passed slowly while the recruits stood there awkwardly. There probably wasn’t a monster for miles, but they still had to keep watch.

"Hey little crook, I think now is a good time to have a conversation," Luca said, a pair of tables slowly walking towards Chiara.

Matteo stepped in front of her and traced out a waterjet. Ilaria joined him, a halo of electricity sparking around her. Chiara huffed and walked forward to stand with them. While they got into position, other recruits got out of position. Gamma Squad walked about twenty feet back, out of the upcoming fight. Matteo was frustrated to see that Dimitris joined them. All of Kappa Squad faced off with the rest of Pend Squad. Matteo started cussing out Dimitris and Chiara in his head. One for abandoning them, the other for putting them in this situation in the first place.

Spiros crossed his arms and said, "I think Dimitris has the right idea. The rest of you should walk away. We only need to have this conversation with the mouthy worm."

"Do you seriously expect us to just walk away from our squadmate? She might be an idiot, but she is our idiot," Ilaria said.

"Hey," Chiara said, not really upset.

"Did you know," Riccardo said as he tapped his artifact on his palm, "I asked the captain if I could use my artifact in spars. She said no. It’s too easy to kill someone with my terror wasps. If one wasp gets past your defenses... poof, no more head."

The Kappa Squad looked at each other uncomfortably. It was true that Riccardo didn’t ever use his artifact in the spars. It wasn’t true that the captain forbid it though. That was just a little poetic license on his part.

"Nice try, big and dumb. We all saw you run away from your own artifact when Tartaruga was eating that Mantis. You would be dead if the captain hadn’t saved you. You won’t use your artifact without her here because you are just as likely to die as us," Spiros said.


Chapter 16: On Patrol

Pend Squad stood across from Kappa Squad, each one shifting uncomfortably.

"I wouldn’t be so sure about that. I have been practicing," Riccardo said and continued to tap his artifact on his palm. He wanted them to remember that he could send dozens of deadly wasps their way within seconds.

It was all a bluff. Spiros had been right. Riccardo still hadn’t mastered his artifact. As long as the Kappa Squad didn’t actually threaten anyone’s lives, he wouldn’t be using it today. He was a gentle giant and would rather take a beating than possibly kill someone.

"Go ahead, Luca. Send in the tables. The little crook needs to learn to control her mouth," Spiros said.

Luca looked at Riccardo and hesitated. Riccardo stared right back at him, his expression severe.

Just then, a huge chain slapped the ground between the two squads. Everyone jumped back a few feet.

"Shit, that’s the worst watch I have ever seen. If I was a monster, half of you would be dead before you knew what was going on," Captain Angelica said.

She looked between the two squads and said, "Looks like you have the bloodlust right. It’s the situational awareness that sucks. We are going to have to do something about that. For now, though, it’s time to head back to headquarters. Double-time, recruits."

The pace the captain set was clearly a punishment. It was faster than they had ever run before and they struggled to keep up. Some of the recruits almost threw up by the time they signaled Madam Demetra for pick up. The ride up to the turtle shell made things much worse. Instead of reducing gravity, she reversed it completely and sent them floating up towards the turtle shell. They all hit the netting and fell to the scale when she turned the effect off. Six recruits threw up this time.

Once they returned to headquarters, the captain said, "New patrol tomorrow. It will last for three days. This is a preview of your graduation patrol. We will go out, clear monsters within Tartaruga’s path, and wait for pickup. I am sending you the quartermaster’s to pack your own kit. Bring everything you need for three days on the ground."

...

Yesterday wasn’t the first time Matteo had been on the ground. There were festivals every few years when friendly kaiju cities got together. He had been to every one of those. Sometimes the turtle bypassed mining villages instead of eating their crystallium. He had visited several mining towns on the ground.

This felt different. The forest around him felt threatening. Those other times, he knew that the area had been cleared of monsters. Not this time. This time he knew it wasn’t safe here, it was his job to clear the area.

The captain directed them through the forest, making a thorough sweep of their assigned forty square mile section. She didn’t lead them; she made sure the recruits were in front. She wanted to make sure the recruits got ambushed, not her. She said it was a learning experience.

One thing that made Matteo worry more than he should was the fact that they didn’t have the medic with them. Their only medic had to stay at headquarters to service the whole organization. If the recruits weren’t careful enough, they could have permanent injuries. If you didn’t get to a healer or medic before your body healed, you would never get back what you lost. Matteo knew that firsthand.

Matteo shook his head. He didn’t want to think about that. He wanted to focus on the joy of using his new arm. The mechanical arm was sleek and swift. The magics powering it made his right arm even more powerful than his left. The forearm section was hollow and had a hatch. He could fit his pen in there when he wasn’t using it.

Right now he was happily using his rune scribe pen. The dexterous new hand let him send a fireball out every five seconds. He was blasting monsters from hundreds of feet away. The only thing slowing him down was his artifact’s mana regeneration.

The ranged recruits had gotten a lot of practice over the last six hours. The frontline melee recruits only had to engage when there was a group of six or more monsters. That was fairly rare. It meant that Chiara and Luca had plenty of time to give each other ugly looks. Thankfully, nothing came of it because the captain was right there. They spent more time looking out for monsters than glaring at each other.

The monsters were fairly well spread out across the land. They each had their own territory, absorbing mana wisps in their section of the forest. There was a monster or monster family every mile or two, and they often attacked as soon as they saw the platoon.

It was the monsters that waited to ambush them that were the worst. Matteo decided he hated trees. It seemed like there was always a cougar, puma, or a phase panther that wanted to jump down and kill them. Half of them had camouflage or invisibility magics. He wanted to preemptively fireball suspicious trees, but the captain was insistent that they not create unnecessary fires. Apparently, the fire extinguisher they used was powered by crystallium. She didn’t want to waste it.

The platoon walked in formation through the forest, melee fighters on the outside edges and ranged fighters in the middle. It was enough to kill just about everything they came across, even a mountain troll. The captain only had to step in twice. She stepped in to battle a miasma beetle early on, and a scythe ant an hour later. Those monsters were considered tier two. Even a large group of recruits didn’t have a chance against that level of power. Thankfully, the captain’s mastery of her chain was more than enough to demolish those monsters.

A half hour before sunset, Captain Angelica called for a stop. She directed everyone to establish a camp and set up their tents in the center of a clearing. Spiros asked for permission to burn all the surrounding underbrush, which the captain denied.

"The name of the game at night is silence. During the day, we are happy to have monsters smell smoke and come our way, but at night we want to be low profile. We won’t be lighting fires or otherwise calling attention to ourselves," the captain said.

There was some grumbling at that, but they all got to work setting up camp. The captain set up her chain as a tripwire around the perimeter. Then she used a rune inscribed orb to create a small cabin in the middle of the field. The recruits weren’t as lucky and had to set up their own tent and bedrolls. Matteo had trouble setting up his tent. It was supposed to be incredibly simple, but for some reason he kept messing it up. Ilaria came over to help him.

"You just have to make sure the lines are taut before you try and tie the new ones," Ilaria said.

"Thanks," Matteo said with a lopsided smile. "I thought this would have been easy for me now, what with my arm. I guess some things need experience instead of just two arms."

Ilaria gave him a lopsided grin.

Dimitris was standing next to him and said, "Hey girlie, how about you help me out too?"

She swore at him and folded her arms.

Matteo said, "Hey. Is that any way to talk to your future squad leader?"

"Eh, she ain’t leader yet," Dimitris said with a shrug.

Despite his rudeness, Ilaria ended up helping him with his tent. Their whole squad would be judged if their section of camp wasn’t in tiptop shape. Chiara needed no help setting up her tent. She was already helping out Edoardo.

Once the invisible racoons finished digging the latrine, the captain pulled out a padded box that housed a large pear inside. "Time for dinner, recruits. Make a line so I can hand it out."

Matteo found himself near the front of the line, eying the pear. That didn’t look like a particularly filling dinner for one person, let alone seventeen. Then the captain tapped the pear, and it turned inky black. She reached her hand into the pear and pulled out a plate of food. The pear must have come from the magical fruit trees growing on the turtle’s back. Void pears or something like that.

She handed out meals that had been prepared on the turtle. They were still warm, stuffed pasta shells in marinara sauce with a baguette on the side. Matteo was the only one on his squad to pack silverware, so he ended up sharing them with the rest of his squad after he was done.

After dinner was cleaned up, the captain set up a watch rotation and went to bed right away. Matteo had first watch, for which he thanked Ma’at. He wasn’t comfortable on the ground yet. It was too loud. Even after the sun set there were distant roars of monsters, chirping of insects and the rustling of wind through the leaves. When he did get to sleep, he was out like a light.

Edoardo started the day by complaining about his bedroll. Matteo had a sore back too, but he thought it was the flat ground that was to blame. It was weird sleeping on a flat surface, especially one that didn’t sway back and forth. Ilaria complained about the smell down here, and everyone agreed with her. It stank. Up on the turtle’s back, there was a constant breeze. Down here, smells lingered. The captain just smirked and said you get used to it.

The day started out rough. They were walking through a rocky area with scorched trees. Two fire salamanders attacked from opposite sides. Matteo instinctively sent a fireball to the one on the left, despite knowing that it was a bad idea. The extra flames only made the elemental monster grow. He quickly switched to tracing out the waterjet, but the damage was done.

The large and small salamanders crashed into the front lines of the recruits. Thankfully, their armor saved them from horrible burns. Matteo’s waterjets slowly whittled them down, but it was Calliope that destroyed them with her metal hats. A few recruits had to be treated for burns after that, and several gave him the stink eye. They weren’t happy with how long it took him between spells.

The day got much worse when Luca said his chair scout detected an ambush. Matteo recognized what was coming. Eight limbed and shaped like large bears without heads, these bulbous monsters attacked the squad from all directions.

"Tardigrades!" Matteo yelled as a trio of them loped towards them. "Their skins are impervious!"

His fellow recruits must not have believed him because they all attacked, anyway. The hats were deflected, flames just washed over them, void rope slapped ineffectually, and a table and chair bounced off their hides. Riccardo sent his terror wasps out, but their explosions only put temporary dents in the monster’s skin. They kept coming.

"Tardigrades! Tardigrades!" Matteo yelled, panicking now. He backed up, knowing his artifact wouldn’t be useful here. He reached into his pack and threw a snarl at the lead monster. The magical vines ensnared the tardigrade and slowed it down. The thorns on the vines couldn’t pierce its skin, so it eventually wiggled out.

"Water bears! Their mouths are vulnerable," Chiara said. Which wasn’t entirely true, but it got the point across.

Charalampos sent a dozen crowbars down one tartigrade’s gullet, slowing it way down so Ilaria could step forward and cook it with a huge shock. Another was killed when an ink sword flew down the throat of one and started spinning. Finally, Spiros stepped forward and stuck his hand into the mouth of the third one and blasted flames until it stopped moving.

Once they were all dead, Matteo started shaking. He stumbled off to the side and threw up all of breakfast. Ilaria gave him a concerned look, but he just shook his head.

"That was a good lesson on listening to your squadmates," the captain said and pointed towards Matteo. "And communicating clearly," she continued and pointed at Chiara.

Everyone nodded, and they continued on. The second day of monster killing was harder than the first. People were tired and made mistakes. At one point, Spiros got a tangle tentacle wrapped around his ankle and it would have dragged him away if he hadn’t been able to light himself on fire. When a leach suctioned onto Luca, Captain Angelica was forced to step in and use a healing fruit. Apparently, the apples grown on Tartaruga had healing properties.

Matteo was getting curious about the grove of trees near the kaiju’s tail. He had seen the fruits and known he couldn’t afford them. He hadn’t known why they were so expensive until now.

That night, they circled back and stayed in the fire salamander’s territory they had cleared in the morning. This way they were able to light a fire without the other monsters growing suspicious. Each squad had their own campfire. Edoardo was their chef, and the dinner was fairly good. Apparently, he had been a line cook among his many jobs. After dinner was cleaned up, they all sat and chatted for a bit before turning in.

"Hey Matteo," Dimitris said. "It was the tardigrades, wasn’t it? They were the ones that ate your arm, right?"

"Dimitris, I told you not to ask about that," Riccardo said and slapped him.

Matteo’s first instinct was to agree and slap Dimitris, too. He forced the feeling down with a sigh. If he was going to work with these people, he needed to open up.

"Yeah, it was the tardigrades," Matteo said as his squad leaned in. "About this time last year, I was applying to be a Warden. I passed all the tests. We just had to finish one patrol on the ground and we would have graduated. I was the team’s guardian. I had a shield artifact. There were three others, Mykonos, Theodore, and Anthony. First two are legacies, dads were Wardens when they were younger. Anthony is the mayor’s grandson.

"Anyway, Lieutenant Evangelos has that swimming through dirt artifact. We hopped on a boat and he swam us out twenty miles. He came with us on the patrol. Not really supposed to do that, but we only had four applicants that year," Matteo said, staring into the fire.

"At first, things were going well. Their artifacts were good for killing, mine was good for protecting. They had a spectral horse, sewing needle javelins, and impact gauntlets. We killed anything we saw without much effort. We were almost done with the patrol and we ran across a group of tardigrades. Five of them," he said.

The other squad members winced in sympathy.

"The thing is, Wardens don’t need to know a lot about monsters. Most of their work is with people, keeping the peace, you know? So none of us knew what magic ability the tardigrades had. Not even Lieutenant Evangelos. Not that we stopped to ask, though. We hadn’t had a problem so far, so we were cocky.

"Theo sent a few dozen needles at them, but all of them bounced off. One of them bounced back and hit Tony in the gut. Miko jumped up and punched them, but that only shoved them back a few feet. I tried to stay put and protect Tony while they all came at him. I was doing ok, but none of the tardigrades were even hurt. They just kept coming. They are impenetrable and strong. One swipe of their claws and I couldn’t walk anymore. I had to hold myself up by the shield.

"The spectral horse was useless until it managed to phase inside one. Killed that one quick, but then Tony passed out. It was his artifact, so we lost the horse. Lieutenant Evangelos finally got his act together and gave out exploding pine cones. He told us to stuff them down the tardigrade’s mouths. Miko did and his tardigrade died easily. What I didn’t know was that his gauntlet protected his hand," Matteo said and looked at his right hand.

Ilaria and Dimitris winced, but Edoardo clearly hadn’t caught on to the end of the story yet.

"I stuffed the pinecone down the mouth of the tardigrade in front of me..." he paused for a moment, "And I lost that hand. It was just the hand at the time."

"They took care of the other tardigrades while I was screaming on the ground. Theo gave me a tourniquet, so I didn’t bleed out. Tony was passed out with a needle in his gut, and the lieutenant hadn’t brought a healing potion. They had to get Tony back to the turtle as fast as possible. Lieutenant Evangelos picked him up and ran back to the boat with him," Matteo said and gestured vaguely.

"Wait. If you headed straight back home after that fight, how come you still lost the arm? Medic can fix that stuff if he gets to you in the first few days. I lost a foot in the spars and he gave it back to me," Edoardo said.

Matteo nodded and tried to keep the anger out of his voice. It helped no one to rant and rage about it. He said, "Lieutenant Evangelos ran ahead with Tony. He had to leave the rest of us behind or Tony would have died before we got back."

"So the lieutenant just left you there alone on the ground?" Ilaria said. "The three of you could have died instead!"

"No, it wasn’t that dangerous. We just finished clearing that section, remember? I couldn’t walk because of the cuts on my leg, but if it wasn’t for that, we could have just walked all the way back to Tartaruga without danger. That’s the whole point of patrols, clearing out the forest so our kaiju doesn’t get infested with monsters," Matteo said.

"Then why..." Edoardo started.

"Because they had to have someone to blame,” Matteo spat. “The mayor’s grandson almost died. She was furious. The lieutenant didn’t want to take the blame. Even though Theo was the one to send out the needle that hit Tony in the gut, he was Tony’s friend. By the time the Wardens picked us up, they had made up their mind. It was all my fault. I was the guardian; I should have protected Tony."

Dimitris swore and spat in the dirt. Edoardo said, "That’s not fair! It wasn’t your fault."

"Yeah, I think everyone but the mayor knew that. I tried to get her to see reason, but she refused. She made sure no Warden or Ranger healer would see me," Matteo said.

"That wasp! I can’t believe she did that. I would have gone right in there and punched her out," Edoardo said.

"I was more focused on getting my hand back. I went to these guys that promised they could restore it for me. Cost me ten gold staters for some ointment. Didn’t work, obviously. By the time I realized he was a fake, I lost all the way down to my elbow. The guy got kicked off the turtle, but it was too late for me," Matteo said.

"He didn’t take the lift. I made sure he took the quick way down," Riccardo said.

"Hey! I thought you said you had nothing to do with that," Matteo said.

Riccardo shrugged. "I lied. He would have kept hurting people otherwise."

Matteo wanted to argue more. You couldn’t just execute people you didn’t like. But Riccardo had a point. Wardens didn’t care what happened to someone after they were on the ground. The man would have been free to cheat and harm others. Still, it bothered him that his friend had done that.

The campfire was quiet after that. No one wanted to talk about how Matteo had been shelled, or how Riccardo was morally gray. Their squad turned in sooner than the rest of the recruits, each of them falling into an uneasy sleep.


Chapter 17: Mining Town

The next day was their last one on patrol. The morning started out slow since they were covering the same ground they had already cleared of monsters. Late morning, they started encountering monsters. Unfortunately for tired and grumpy recruits, all the monsters were of the same kind.

If Matteo never saw another nematode again, it would be too soon. They were passing through a wetland section, and apparently it was the perfect breeding grounds for nematodes. The slimy snakes without heads had poisonous skin, so they couldn’t be allowed to touch the front line. Their wet skin and moist environment meant that Matteo’s fireballs weren’t as useful as before.

The next few hours were full of the ranged recruits doing their best, and the melee recruits yelling at them for not doing better. Most were yelling at Riccardo because of his continued inability to fully control his conjured insects. It only got worse for him as the day wore on.

Spiros swore. "Riccardo, you idiot! Did you just send out those terror wasps with your eyes closed?"

Riccardo dipped his head. "I think they can sense fear. I have been trying not to be afraid of them."

"Recruit Riccardo. Put away your artifact and join the front line. Once we return to Ranger headquarters, we will have a long discussion about whether or not you will be allowed to continue," Captain Angelica said angrily.

The platoon was quiet while Riccardo got out his buckler shield and short sword. Matteo was furious at Spiros for risking his friend’s position on the exterminators. Sure, Riccardo was having a hard time with his artifact. But if he got kicked out, they would exile him. They all knew firsthand how dangerous living on the ground was now. Spiros was literally risking Riccardo’s life with his complaint.

He could see that about half of the recruits agreed with him and gave Spiros dirty looks. The other half was staring down Riccardo as they moved forward.

Late afternoon, they came across hundreds of tree stumps. Someone had been logging here. A short while later, they saw why. There was a mining town ahead, a huge wooden wall surrounding the whole town. The wall towered above the artificial clearing, palisades with patrolling archers on top. It was strange to think that something so tall was still short in comparison to their kaiju. The scale was hard to wrap your head around sometimes.

While they walked, Captain Angelica said, "We went over this before, but it bears repeating. Be on your best behavior around bound people from other cities. Treat anyone with an artifact as deadly. Every level up, they have a choice to enhance their artifact or their body, and you don’t know what they chose. Maybe they have a teapot that sends out a wave of deadly hot water, or maybe they are stronger than ten women. The point is, you don’t know. Always be respectful."

Matteo was a bit nervous as he walked up to the city gates with the platoon. This wasn’t his first time visiting a mining town. He had been to several growing up. Not just the yearly summer festivals, but the reciprocity days and harmony weekends. But all of that was as a regular citizen. This time he was visiting a mining town as a Ranger. They had a right to be hostile towards Rangers.

"Halt. State your business. We don’t want no gifts," a town guard said. He hadn’t opened the gate, talking to them through a small hatch.

Captain Angelica stood at the front of the formation. She bowed and said, "We offer no gifts and expect none in return, as is maat. We only ask to stay for the night. Our kaiju will pass by your great town."

There was a tense moment while nothing happened. Mining towns were built up around a vein of crystallium, solid mana that kaiju loved to eat. They were wary of Rangers, because sometimes they came to tell them they had to evacuate their town. Tartaruga Rangers always made sure to provide wagons and handcarts for evacuations, but they were still kicking people out of their homes. It led to hard feelings around the subject of gifts.

"Volos. It’s called Volos," the guard finally said.

"Excellent name. May we please enter the great town of Volos?" the captain said. She hadn’t known the city’s name before now because it hadn’t existed before. These mining towns sprung up quickly and lasted three to eight years based on the size of the vein.

An unlatched door was the answer. The guard swung it wide, and the recruits entered two by two. Matteo didn’t bother hiding his interest in the town as they walked in. The walls covered roughly the same square miles as Tartaruga’s shell, but most of it was taken up by farms. They didn’t have the benefit of a kaiju speeding up the crop’s growth. They had to do things the slow way.

The city housed a few thousand people, all in wooden houses. They were wider than the stone construction atop the turtle. Space wasn’t as much of a premium here. Matteo had always considered people that lived on the ground to be a bit backwards and rustic. The housing construction and roadways here were quite sophisticated. He told himself not to make so many generalizations.

Once they were in the town proper, the captain said, "I will excuse you all in a moment. We will meet at the front gate one hour after dawn. If you are late, we will leave you here. Don’t test me, I have done it before. I don’t care where you sleep tonight, pay for an inn, sleep in the grass, get frisky with a barmaid, whatever. The only two rules are: don’t make the Rangers look bad, and be at the front gate in the morning." She looked over the assembled recruits."Recruits Spiros, Calliope, and Ilaira, stay here. It’s time for leadership training. Everyone else is excused."

"Captain, I believe Matteo would benefit from leadership training as well," Ilaria said.

"Good point. Matteo, you are coming with," Captain Anglica said.

Matteo walked over to stand with them. He raised an eyebrow at Ilaria. Why did she want him included with the other squad leaders? That was weird. She ignored his questioning glance. He would have to ask her about it later.

The other twelve recruits quickly left. They hadn’t had any free time in a while and they were looking forward to having some fun. Matteo assumed that letting them loose on the town was part of the captain’s strategy. The townsfolk would like Rangers more after they spent a lot of money here.

The captain gestured to the remaining recruits and said, "You four are candidates for squad leaders. You probably won’t get a command anytime soon, but it’s never too early to start learning the art of diplomacy. Come with me."

She led them into the center of the town. Their town hall was one of the only two-story buildings around. Unlike the other buildings, it wasn’t made of wood. It looked like some kind of light green stone. Matteo suspected an artifact was involved in its construction.

The captain was let into the mayor’s office right away. She bowed shallowly and said, "Hello. I am Captain Angelica with the Tartaruga Rangers. We are a city atop a stage four kaiju. We come bearing no gifts and ask for nothing in return."

"That’s good to hear, captain. I am the mayor of Volos. Name’s Deklan. Have a seat. I am afraid your companions will have to stand. Don’t get much traffic in my office," he said.

The captain smiled and sat. "Don’t mind them, they are just recruits I am keeping an eye on. Nice town you got here, better than a lot of mining cities I have been, too."

The mayor sat up straighter. "Thank you, built most of it myself. I’m bonded, level twelve. Made the whole thing possible. Still took longer than a kaiju’s nap to construct everything, though."

"You and your people did an excellent job," Captain Angelica said.

They bantered back and forth for a while before the captain got to the point. "I was wondering if you could keep an ear out for us. We have had some problems with some cultists in our town. We would be willing to pay for information on where they came from. We were hoping to stamp out the infection at its source."

"Cultists?" Mayor Deklan said. "I heard some of them are allied with Thatcham. Echidna cultists and Isfet cultists both. You hunting cultists for the Carcassonne war effort?"

The captain shook her head. "We stay out of wars. It’s easy to be neutral when you can just walk away from war. We are after Isfet cultists. We try to stamp out kaiju killers wherever we find them."

The mayor leaned back in his chair, which creaked ominously. "Tame kaiju are a blessing and a curse ‘round these parts. We like it when you Rangers kill the monsters, not too happy when your kaiju eats our crystallium vein. You would have to do us a big favor to have us use our seashell for you."

Matteo was mildly impressed that a small town like this had a communication seashell. He had heard they were very expensive. The only other one he had seen was in the envoy’s office.

"Sounds like you might already have an idea of a favor we could do for you," Captain Angelica said with a wry grin.

"You see these walls? Insect chitin from kaiju molts. There’s a wild mantis in these parts. Keeps mostly to itself about a hundred miles south of here, but occasionally harasses the town. It’s damn expensive to divert the stupid thing. Damn expensive. If you could see your way to talk your director into eating it, I am sure I can scrounge up some leads for you. The mantis is only stage two. Your kaiju should easily be able to gobble it up."

The captain leaned back in her chair and smiled. "It’s impressive that your town managed to divert a kaiju. Even stage two can bust through those walls."

"We have our ways," he said with a smile.

Matteo had to fight to keep a smile off his face.

"So you are saying, we eat your problem, you ask around for us. Kind of a lopsided deal, if you ask me," the captain said.

Mayor Deklan shrugged. "Your kaiju has to eat, right? I am just pointing you toward a meal. We can send a scout with you so you can track it down. Come on, it’s a nice easy snack for your kaiju."

"Still sounds like a bad deal for us," the captain said while tapping her chin. "But in the interest of good relations, we will take the deal." She stood up and reached over the desk to shake his hand.

The captain walked to the door and paused and came back to her seat. "By the way. Bit of news you might be interested in. Our kaiju ate a wild mantis about a week ago. Big green thing. You are right, it was a nice snack."

Mayor Deklan placed his hands on the table and stood up. "Are you messing with me? Did you really eat that green bastard?"

"We really did. These recruits even helped with the monster cleanup," Captain Angelica said with a wide smile.

Matteo and the other recruits smiled and nodded.

"Well, hot damn! That’s the best news I have heard all year. We gotta have a party," the mayor said and walked to the door. He put his hand on the captain’s shoulder and said, "Thank you for doing that. Even unintentionally, you really helped us out. Tell you what. I will find you some cultists and I will let you know where there is a founder’s temple nearby. It’s a small one, but I bet you all will still have fun farming it."


Chapter 18: A Founder’s Temple

Matteo didn’t remember much of the party when he woke the next morning. He knew that most of the town was involved. He remembered a lot of singing and dancing. He remembered that the apple cinnamon mead tasted really good. That was about it.

After he tracked down his arm, he headed down towards the front gate of the town walls. He had no doubt that Captain Angelica would actually leave him here if he was late. He found a small assemblage of bleary-eyed recruits waiting at the gate. The captain was there too, but she was clear-eyed and cheerful. One of the many advantages of being level fifteen, she couldn’t get hangovers.

Matteo walked over and stood next to Dimitris and Chiara. He looked around for the rest of the squad, but they weren’t here yet. A short while later, Ilaria walked back with Riccardo. Edoardo was hanging over his shoulder. Matteo felt a little guilty at the sight. He had only been focused on getting himself here, but he should have checked to see that his squad mates were coming too.

"Recruits. Bit of a change of plans. Instead of clearing extra land like I planned, we are going to visit a founder’s temple. That means we will have to run for a bit to still make our pickup on time," Captain Angelica said as soon as everyone arrived.

She ran straight north from there, leading a platoon of hungover recruits. There were a few complaints, but she ignored them. The captain also took care of the monsters they came across as they ran. Matteo wasn’t sure if that was kind of her or not. They avoided a fight but didn’t get a chance to rest.

An hour after they started running, the captain led them into a small slot canyon. Near the bottom of the canyon stood a founder’s temple. It was the first one Matteo had ever seen. It was similar in construction to the temples atop the turtle, but much more ornate. Doric columns supported a tiered roof. There were dozens of runes over every square foot of the walls and roof. It was windowless and the front door was solid metal.

The captain told them to stay there as she made a quick survey of the area around the temple. When she returned, she told them to stay there while she rated the temple. She opened the large metal door, closing it behind herself. The recruits stood there silently standing watch for a minute before chatter started up.

"So, um... What’s up with the temple? I know we get artifacts from them, but like, why does Ma’at make them appear?" Edoardo said.

Matteo shrugged. "Depends on how much of a believer you are. We know artifacts form in mana wisp rich areas. Founders figured out to control that process. The church teaches that the founders found a way to summon monsters. They say she creates good artifacts to balance out the evil the monsters bring. I think the founders believed the opposite, that the artifacts were naturally occurring and Ma’at spawns monsters to provide balance."

"Really? Huh. What do you believe, Ilaria?" Edoardo asked their squad leader.

Ilaria tilted her head from side to side. "Artifacts naturally form in caves near the surface all over the world. It's a well-observed fact. I think the Founders understood that process well enough to create perfect conditions for them to form. Those runes only take up a small room. The rest of the temple is full of traps designed to kill the monsters the goddess spawns. These temples were the secret to their rise in power. They had a steady source of artifacts with no risk. This door here is actually the maintenance door. They had a way to-"

"Quit the history lesson and place your bet," Spiros interrupted.

Ilaria slowly turned to face him. Her expression was neutral, but Matteo could tell she was angry at the interruption. She said, "Bet? What are we betting on?"

"Calliope said this temple is small. Small enough for the captain to send us in there as practice. We are taking bets on which squad will complete the run the fastest. I put up twelve rings that Kappa Squad will win," Spiros said.

"I’ll be taking his money and I am happy to take yours as well," Calliope said. "Gamma Squad is winning."

"No thanks," Ilaria said. "I’m not betting with our lives on the line."

"This is a small temple, no one is going to die," Spiros scoffed, "Although, maybe you are right. Criminals have a habit of dying out in the field. Yeah, keep your money. You guys don’t have a chance."

Ilaria seethed, but didn’t reply.

"Twelve rings? That’s not enough for me to get out of bed. Two stater. Each of you bet two stater or this isn’t happening," Dimitris said.

"Two stater? What makes you so sure your squad is winning?" Calliope said warily.

"Typical kids. You never wanted to bet in the first place. Whatever. Go play with your dingles over there. We are having a serious conversation over here," Dimitris said and shooed them away.

Spiros stood up taller and swore at him. "Three stater on the Kappa Squad. And everyone shows their money now. I don’t trust the criminals."

Calliope looked between the two of them and eventually said, "Alright, three stater. Hand over the money and we will have Anastasia hold it. I know she’s on my squad, but she is a deacon’s daughter. She’s the most trustworthy of all of us."

Dimitris quickly handed over three gold stater, staring at the other squad leaders until they passed over their money, too. They both seemed reluctant to hand over the large gold coins. It was a heavy bet, even for people that came from wealthy families. After the bet, the three squads split up to talk strategy. They were taking this seriously now.

"Dimitris, you seem awfully confident," Ilaria said, "Not that I don’t have faith in my squad, but uh, there are a lot of unknowns inside the temple."

Dimitris shrugged. "Eh, I am not that confident. I just felt like throwing a few coins away."

Matteo’s eyebrows rose. "I didn’t think you were that rich. Not that I am asking. It's none of our business."

"Nah, that ain’t it," Dimitris said and glanced over to see if anyone was listening. "It has to do with why the Wardens are forcing me to join the exterminators."

"Why’s that?" Chiara said.

"I got caught counterfeiting coins," Dimitris said.

It took a moment for that to sink in. Chiara started giggling, the rest of the squad laughing shortly afterwards. He had just bet with fake coins. They were risking nothing and could win six stater. Even better, if they lost, the winning squad could get in trouble for spending a forgery.

While they were still laughing, the captain came out of the temple. She waved the recruits over and said, "Looks like a pretty simple temple. Just four trap rooms and the artifact room. It’s mostly used up, though. Probably only got eight to ten more artifacts in it before it has to recharge for a year or two. That’s likely why the mayor sent us this way, not much value left. That’s good for you lot though. This is a perfect opportunity for training. We are going to have you all do runs, one squad at a time."

The recruits looked at each other and smiled. They were right.

"Now, just because I am letting you in there, doesn’t mean this is safe. Each of these rooms is literally made to kill. There will be a few monsters left alive in there, too. If you aren’t careful, you will die. Gamma Squad, you are up first," the captain said and gestured to the door.

The squad looked at each other awkwardly. They had been expecting this, but it felt sudden. Calliope flicked her hair and led the way to the front. Her squad followed her inside. Captain Angelica closed the door behind them.

Waiting for Gamma Squad to finish was nerve-wracking. They would have to do this themselves soon. Not knowing what was inside was like standing on the edge of a cliff and knowing that you would have to jump into the abyss soon. Each second passed slowly. Their squad quietly talked about strategies, but their heart wasn’t in it. The fear of the unknown was looming large. Finally, after twenty-five minutes, the squad stumbled out of the metal door. Calliope held an artifact high in the air, her face triumphant.

The rest of the squad stumbled out, injured and bleeding. Or rather, bruised and recently healed. Charalampos was missing part of his chest piece, and his green armor was stained red. The clean skin peeking through the hole in his armor showed that he must have taken a healing potion. Matteo was fairly sure none of his squad had a healing potion. They would have to be extra careful.

"Kappa Squad, you’re up," Captain Angelica said, keeping things moving. Within moments, the next squad was inside and the waiting resumed.

This time, Matteo walked along the walls of the Founder’s temple. He was looking for a rune that he could add to his repertoire. To his dismay, he couldn’t isolate a single rune. When he focused on one, it jumbled up in his mind. There was some sort of protection on the temple that wouldn’t allow him to understand how it worked. Which was too bad. He had been studying runes since he got his artifact. He had been hoping to put that knowledge to use.

He wandered back to the front of the temple just as the Kappa Squad was leaving. They were looking rough. Everyone’s hair was mussed, a few people had cracked armor, and bruises were forming around Spiros’ eyes.

"Pend Squad, you’re up," Captain Angelica said.

Ilaria stepped forward smartly, not even looking back for her squad to join her. The rest of them quickly followed after her, Edoardo last. He looked like he wanted to sit this one out, but the captain wordlessly let him know that wasn’t happening. All too soon, the metal door slammed shut behind them. They found themselves in a well lit room, eight by eight feet. It was the antechamber, free of traps. Once they went through the door in front of them, death would follow. Theirs or the monsters.

Ilaria snapped her fingers to get the squad’s attention. "Founders temples are built to kill monsters, not caretakers. There is a safe way out of every room. We just have to figure out what that is."

The squad nodded at her. Matteo almost said something about them all being there for the same lessons. Of course they knew that. But then he remembered Edoardo. That guy had slept through half the lessons that involved sitting down. A few reminders wouldn’t hurt anyone.

"Chiara, you are up first into each room. I will be right behind you. Edoardo, follow behind me and hit anything that moves with a slow. Dimitris, keep him safe. Riccardo and Matteo, only walk in if we aren't hit. We need the option to retreat," Ilaria said, repeating one of the strategies they had discussed. Matteo loaded up a waterjet in the pen.

"Everyone ready?" Chiara said. The whole squad was standing to the right, behind where the door would open. She got a few nods. She waited for everyone to give her the go ahead before she yanked the door open. A blast of hot air flowed into the antechamber. A few seconds later, Chiara walked inside, Ilaria close behind her.

Dimitris shoved Edoardo into the room. Riccardo and Matteo stepped to the side so that they could see inside. Their four squad mates stood just inside, looking around an empty room. It was a square room, thirty feet to a side. Sand made up the entirety of the floor. Directly across from them was the door to the next room. It was locked shut for now, a security measure to make sure monsters didn’t escape their trap rooms.

Speaking of the beasts, there were three monster corpses on the ground. Desiccated Nematodes lay in the center of the room. The heat continued to build. Matteo identified nine heat fans around the top of the room. He assumed there were three more directly above him. He shot one with a waterjet.

The water shot across the room towards the top of the wall opposite. It never got there. The air was so dry, his attack fully evaporated before it touched the fan. He yelled out, "That’s the trap. These fans dry out the air."

Everyone winced. He didn’t need to yell. They were all right there.

"Yes, thank you," Ilaria said. "Please keep the waterjets coming. Edoardo, hit the fans, slow them down."

"Oh, sorry," Eduardo said. One after another, he targeted the fans above them, slowing them down.

While he was doing that, Matteo kept loading up and firing waterjets as fast as he could. He started off shooting the ground beneath them, but soon switched to hitting his squad mates in the back with a blast of water. They often stumbled forward, but no one complained. Chiara told him not to bother hitting her. Her armadillo artifact protected against dry heat very well.

"Where is the off switch?" Ilaria said, "There has to be an off switch somewhere. The other two squads found it."

Riccardo stepped forward and said, "Maybe it’s under here." He picked up the closest monster corpse and started pulling it to the side. Chiara started kicking the sand around, looking for something hidden underneath. Ilaria stood in the center of the room, looking around every section. Edoardo continued to slow the fans down.

Matteo looked around the four walls around him. Like the walls outside, they were covered in runes. However, he could examine some of these. Around eye level, there was a ring of runes that didn’t squirm away as he tried to look at them. He walked closer to one wall while he absentmindedly shot Riccardo.

Fire runes. Or rather, something that looked similar to fire runes. It looked like part of the fireball rune, touching a separate rune. Probably the one responsible for the fans, if Matteo had to guess. He glanced around the room at eye level. Looks like they were all fire runes.

Unless... He started jogging around the room, examining the runes as he went.

"Can I get some water here?" Dimitris said.

"One second," Matteo said without looking up from his task. If he was right about this, Dimitris wouldn’t need another cool down. He continued to examine the runes around the room, all of them fire and fan runes.

When he was almost back to the door they entered through, he saw something different. It was a water rune. Without hesitation, he reached out and touched it. As soon as he did, the fans cut out and a gentle mist fell to the ground. It was enough to cool them off without making the ground wet. The temperature dropped by about twenty degrees.

"Good job, Matteo," Ilaria said as she walked to where he was. "How did you figure it out?"

"Water runes. There are fire runes all around the edge of the room. I pressed the only water rune in the bunch," Matteo said proudly.

"Brilliant. Which one was the water rune?" Ilaria said.

Matteo turned around to point at the correct one, but it was gone. All the runes around the edge were gone. He swore. He had been hoping to copy down the rune he thought of as the fan rune. "It’s gone now. Sorry."

"Whatever," Chiara said, "As long as you can do it again next time. Come on, let’s go. We might still win the money."

Dimitris shook his head. "Nope. Not hurrying this time around. If it’s safe, we hurry on our next run, not this one. I am not risking my life for some fake coins."

Ilaria nodded and slowly walked towards the door to the next room. Matteo followed her and saw something interesting on the door. At least one of the squads before them had bent the locking mechanisms out of shape. They hadn’t solved the room; they had just forced the door open. The magics of the temple would eventually fix the damage, but that would take days.

This is why the rooms were designed for caretaker maintenance. Creative or lucky monsters could damage the temple and stop artifact production. Skilled caretakers could keep a temple producing for years. Not that there were any caretakers about. They had died along with the founders hundreds of years ago. Luckily for modern society, their temples persisted.

"We are going to have to add a stipulation to the contest that they can’t break the doors," Dimitris said as he walked up to the door and tapped on the bent shaft.

Suddenly, a banging came from the door. There was a live monster behind the door, and it knew they were here.


Chapter 19: Final Room

"Shit, Dimitris, you couldn’t keep your mouth shut. Now we have to wait until the monster forgets about us before we can open the door," Chiara said and slapped his shoulder.

Dimitris shrugged. He didn’t care.

"Well, not necessarily," Ilaria said. "What if we opened the door just a crack? Chiara could hold it steady. Then Matteo could poke his pen around and shoot it with a fireball. Dead monster and no risk to us."

Matteo thought about it for a second, but then shook his head. "No, that wouldn’t work. My fireballs are too powerful to use at close range. It would slam the door open and squish whoever is holding it."

"I could probably get one good shot in," Dimitris said. "I absorb the impact of the door opening and punch the monster right afterwards. A good hit could kill it."

Ilaria shook her head. "No, too risky. We don’t know what we are up against."

Everyone was silent for a bit. Riccardo sighed. "I guess I could try. If we can make sure the crack in the door is small, my terror wasps are too big to fly back at us. They will just explode in the other room, no matter what."

"That’s a pretty good idea," Chiara said. "Let’s go with that."

"An excellent breeching tactic," Ilaria said, as she nodded.

Chiara got ready while Riccardo psyched himself up. Matteo chuckled and said, "You can do this, buddy. And if you don’t, I will make fun of you for a week straight."

Riccardo laughed and shoved him back. In between door slams, Chiara yanked the door open an inch. Her armadillo form had huge dull claws that were perfect for digging into the sand. Riccardo stuck his honey drizzler through the crack and let loose with the wasps. The sound of angry buzzing was quickly followed by small explosions.

A few seconds later, something fell against the door with a thump. Carefully, Chiara opened the door, a dead monster falling to the ground in the doorway. It looked like a black panther with six legs and long tentacle ears. A phase panther. They had gotten lucky to kill it so easily. Their magic ability was teleportation.

This room was bigger than the last, but it was hard to see it all. The room had several lights strewn about the room, but many of them were broken. The remaining ones flickered every so often. Chiara and Ilaria carefully walked into the room. Dimitris sighed and started pushing Edoardo forward again.

"Wait, I see something. There is another monster in there," Edoardo said, peering into the darkness.

"Slow it down, idiot," Dimitris said.

Edoardo shook himself and started swinging his watch around. Matteo tried to peer around him and see what he was looking at. He saw some movement in the darkness and sent a waterjet its way. He wasn’t sure if he hit it. A growl of frustration escaped his lips. He needed to see. The room should be big enough.

"Fireball!" Matteo announced. He sent one screaming towards the far corner. He completely missed the phase panther, but it did illuminate the area. The monster teleported around the room, growling at them. Matteo sent another fireball, but the phase panther teleported away before it hit.

Edoardo managed to tag the monster. Now it took about a second to teleport away. It still wasn’t slow enough for Matteo to hit it yet. Ilaria took a step forward, but Chiara stopped her. Dimitris picked up a piece of broken floor tile and juggled it for a bit, sending it spinning towards the phase beast when it picked up enough inertia. It missed too.

Matteo traced out another fireball, holding it. He needed to predict where the phase beast would appear, otherwise he would never hit it. He had noticed that the monster always appeared in the same four spots. He waited until Dimitris threw another tile and sent his fireball towards one of the three other teleport spots. It missed.

"Keep going, Dimitris, I almost got the pattern," Matteo said.

Dimitris was out of tiles, so he threw his short sword instead. It missed like all the other projectiles. Luckily, Matteo’s fireball didn’t. It hit the monster in the torso, knocking it up against the wall behind it. One fireball was enough to kill it. The magical flames quickly died out. Ilaria started to walk into the room, but Chiara stopped her again.

"Wait, damnit," Chiara said. "The trap. We haven’t figured out the trap yet. There has to be a reason the phase beast never attacked us."

Ilaria took a step back and looked sheepish. She pulled out a mana lamp from her pack and started cranking it so it absorbed the ambient mana. Once it was glowing bright enough, she panned it around the room.

There were a total of four phase panthers in the room. The squad had killed two of them, the other two had been killed by the room’s trap. It just wasn’t clear what that was. They looked like they had been run through with swords. A large puddle of blood surrounded each body.

Matteo noticed thin slits on the floor and ceiling. They must be the outlet for some sort of blade trap. That was why the phase beast never attacked them directly, it knew about the traps right in front of them. He took a trail ration out of his bag and dropped it on top of one of the slits. It was immediately sliced in half, only moving slightly from the blade that jumped up from the floor. Those blades were sharp. Magically sharp.

"How do we get to the other door? There are blade slots everywhere. Like literally everywhere," Edoardo said.

He was right, every square inch of the floor and ceiling was covered in blade traps. Matteo bend down closer to the floor to look across it. There were a few broken tiles, mostly from where the phase beasts had been killed in the middle of the room. That meant that the blades could reach floor to ceiling.

There was a slowly blinking rune directly across the way, next to the exit door. Matteo said, "I bet if we hit that rune, the trap will deactivate. The only question is how do we get there? I mean, the last monster wasn’t skewered, so there have to be some slots that don’t have blades."

Everyone agreed, but it wasn’t clear. The slots on the floor seemed to be randomly oriented across the whole floor. Ilaria focused her lamp light on the four spots the phase beast frequented. They weren’t all oriented in the same direction, so that was one clue out.

"Do we have to just start throwing stuff out?" Riccardo said, "Anybody got stuff they don’t mind gets cut up?"

Chiara stepped back a bit and pulled her pack off. She pulled out three apples and turned toward Dimitris. "You too, I saw you buying fruit."

Dimitris grumbled. "They don’t have apples on the shell. I could have sold these." He said and pulled out his apples.

"I think I have an idea," Ilaria said and held out her hand. She tossed two of Dimitris’ apples down on the slots. One got sliced in half, the other stayed whole. She pumped her fist and said, "Yes!"

"What? I don’t get it," Matteo said, looking at the apples.

"All the slots pointing at the rune on the wall are safe. Everything else is a trap," Ilaria said. She kicked the apple to the right to bump up against the monster corpse Riccardo had created.

"Hey, you didn’t have to bruise it and get blood on it," Dimitris said and reached down to pick up the whole apple.

Ilaria ignored him, kicking the apple forward again. She had to double check her theory before they risked their lives on it. It worked. Within a few minutes, all of them were on the other side of the room and the blade trap was off. They were ready for the next room.

Just like last time, they had Chiara armor up and block the door from opening wide. Riccardo was ready with his artifact, peeking inside. Their caution wasn’t needed. This room was devoid of monsters. They cautiously opened the door all the way.

The room seemed entirely featureless. It was a square room, slightly smaller than the last one. It was brightly lit and there weren’t any signs of a trap. There were bright splatters of red on the left and right walls. The coppery tang of blood was in the air.

"It’s a crushing trap," Ilaria said and gestured to the walls.

"How can you tell?" Riccardo said, trying to see through the door.

"The blood splatters are mirrored," she said.

Matteo nodded. The left and right walls must move towards each other in a crushing trap. The only question was how to get through the room without getting crushed themselves.

"Can you read the runes, Matteo?" Chiara said and gestured to the walls.

There were faint runes across every wall, just like the other rooms. Matteo said, "I would have to get closer."

"The other guys figured it out. Should be safe," Dimitris said and gestured forward.

Since he was the squad's rune expert, Matteo nodded and walked into the room. There were hundreds of runes all across the room, but he couldn’t read any of them. They all had the same obscuring effect as the outer walls. Whatever the trick was, the answer wasn’t in the runes.

He heard a soft click that made him look up.

"Riccardo. Did you just let the door close?" Ilaria said, her lips tight.

"Oh, whoops," Riccardo said.

"Whoops?" Ilaria gestured to the walls. "You let the trap activate!"

They all looked towards the walls to see them silently inching forward. There was a general round of swearing. Riccardo realized his mistake and looked around the room in terror. "How do we stop it?" he said, looking at Matteo hopefully.

"I don’t know. The runes aren't the clue. They are all obscured," Matteo said. His heart started pounding.

Edoardo ran to the door they came in and tried to get back out. It wouldn’t budge. Matteo ignored him. There was always a trick to these things, but just walking back out of the room wasn’t it. He looked around every wall of the room and tried to find something that stuck out, something that didn’t belong.

There was nothing.

The walls, floor, and ceiling were flat and featureless. He didn’t see a way out. Unless there was something he couldn’t see? He ran up to the wall and started feeling around. Maybe there was an illusion covering the walls.

"Come here!" Chiara said, "This is it! Help me figure it out."

They all raced to where she was standing at the exit door. The door was the standard steel door, with a few additions. There were six softly glowing runes on different edges of the door. Chiara demonstrated that touching one changed it from blue to green. A few moments later, it turned blue again.

Riccardo and Dimitris jumped up to the door, trying to press all six runes at once. It didn’t work, only the first rune they touched lit up.

Matteo walked up to the door and shoved them out of the way. "Didn’t you guys pay attention to the captain's lesson on runes? They are numbers."

He reached down to the bottom left corner and touched the rune for one. Then the upper right corner for two. As he worked through the numbers in order, they stayed green. When the final rune was green, the door unlocked itself. They still had thirty seconds before the walls closed in, but they all raced through, anyway.

The fourth and final room was full of action. A pair of scorpions scuttled around the room, chased by three stone golems. The golems were the trap created by the founder's magic. The golems were slow; every missed strike threw up shards of stone. The scorpions were average sized, five feet long, and three feet tall. They were easily able to avoid the golem’s fists. Their stinger repeatedly hit the golems, slowly chipping away at their stone forms.

Edoardo let out a yelp as one of the shards knocked off the golem hit him. There was a brief moment where the five human combatants looked at the decidedly inhuman ones across the room. Then the room burst into action.


Chapter 20: The Spoils of Victory

As soon as the scorpions saw the people, they ignored the golems and raced towards them. The golems slowly followed behind them. The room was large enough for the Pend Squad to get into position. Dimitris, Chiara, and Ilaria were in the front, with the other three behind. Matteo started to trace out a waterjet. The monsters were already too close for a fireball.

Before he was ready, the lead scorpion arrived. Ilaria stepped forward to shock it, but it slipped around her. The agile monster lashed out at Dimitris with its stinger. Edoardo slowed it down just in time for Chiara to step in and knock the stinger out of the way.

Seeing that they had it under control, Matteo shifted focus to the second scorpion. He hit in the face with a waterjet right after he finished tracing it. Ilaria saw the hit and moved to attack. As soon as she touched the monster, it spasmed and shook. The water amplified the effect of her electric attack, almost killing it in one go. She stabbed it through the head with her short sword to finish it.

Chiara was trying to keep the attention of the first scorpion. Her armadillo armor made her impervious to the monster’s stinger. Unfortunately, the monster had figured that out and circled around her to attack Dimitris again. Edoardo was desperately pointing his watch at it, slowing it down fractionally.

Dimitris was about to be skewered when Riccardo jumped in, knocking the stinger aside with his shield. Matteo finished tracing out a new waterjet then, sending a blast of water into its face as it reeled from Riccardo’s hit.

The monster screeched, rearing up to attack with its pincers. Before it could, Ilaria stepped in to shock it into submission. Dimitris stepped in with his short sword and stabbed it to death. Matteo nodded to himself. They had really worked well together.

"Look out," Edoardo yelled and pointed at the three golems that had just arrived.

The warning was too late. Ilaria turned around just in time to be hit in the chest and knocked to the ground. It sounded like the strike cracked her breastplate. The rest of the squad jumped into action, blocking follow up strikes from the three golems. They were immediately pushed back. Riccardo picked up Ilaria and dragged her back as they retreated around the room. Ilaria complained about being dragged around as a waterjet splashed off of one of their faces. The golems were solid stone, much too strong for any of them to break.

All except Dimitris. His inertia transfer punches were just the thing to take on the stone constructs. He took a punch and returned it right back, destroying an arm here, a leg there. Finally, all three golems were destroyed, stone strewn about the room. As soon as the last one was down, the door across the room opened by itself.

"Come on, let’s go," Chiara said. "We can still win if we are fast enough." She started walking towards the artifact room.

"No, we have already been too slow. It’s been twenty-one minutes and sixteen seconds. Kappa squad took nineteen minutes and fifty-two seconds, so we would have to do better than that if we want to win," Edoardo said.

Everyone looked at him in surprise. "What? My artifact is literally a pocket watch, people," Edoardo said.

"Let’s figure out the right way to deactivate the golems, so we can do it faster next time around," Ilaria said as she got up and dusted herself off.

It took them five minutes of investigation to figure out the trick. Matteo felt silly. He hadn’t figured it out earlier. The golems had started on a pedestal in each of the four corners of the room. To deactivate them, they just needed to depress a switch in the middle of that pedestal and the golems would fall apart.

That figured out, they walked into the next room. It was a small room, filled with mirrors covered in runic writing. Not just single runes, but full sentences in the language of the founders. They were angled down so that the light gathered at the top of a small podium in the center of the room. There was something resting on top of the top of the podium, details lost in the bright light. Matteo was fairly certain the mirrors were supposed to be channeling mana and mana wisps to ride the light down to create an artifact atop the heavily runed podium.

Edoardo slid by the rest of the squad and snatched the artifact sitting in the light. He held it up for everyone to see. It was a red brooch in the shape of a spider.

"Ta da!" Edoardo said, with a bright smile on his face.

"Calm down, kid. It isn’t a relic. It’s an artifact from a low level founder's temple. It’s nothing special," Dimitris said.

"I bet it does something awesome," Edoardo said.

"Probably not. Only one in ten artifacts does anything useful," Ilaria said.

"Still, I wanna know what it does," Edoardo said as he inspected it from all sides.

"Why do you care? Even if it did something awesome, we don’t get to keep it," Chiara said and snatched it out of his hands. She gave it to Ilaria and gestured for them all to leave.

Edoardo shrugged. "I guess it’s because this is the first one we have earned. The footprint artifacts don’t count. This is the first time we actually defeated monsters to gain the prize. Makes me feel like we did something worthwhile, you know?"

No one else saw it his way. It was a job, and artifact retrieval was just a small part of that. The work they did killing monsters in the forest was the real job of the exterminators. Their work kept the kaiju healthy and protected everyone living in Tartaruga Town.

"We are on the clock here, recruits," Captain Angelica said as soon as they left the temple. "We need to make our pickup point soon. One more round for each of you, and then we are out of here. Gamma Squad, you are up."

As Ilaria handed over their artifact, Edoardo showed his pocket watch to Gamma Squad as they walked inside. The implication was clear. This last run would decide who won their little bet.

Gamma Squad was in and out in less than ten minutes, much faster than before. Kappa Squad took eight minutes. While they were doing their runs, Pend Squad furiously discussed the fastest way to complete the temple. The trap rooms wouldn’t change. The only variable was the types of monsters summoned.

As soon as it was their turn, Pend Squad raced inside. Chiara and Riccardo jumped to the door. Just like last time, he sent his terror wasps through the small gap she left in the door. The first room was the sand room with the heat trap. Since they were running through this faster, they might enter the room before the monsters inside were desiccated. Once the final terror wasp exploded, Chiara yanked the door open and Matteo sent a fireball screaming into the room.

It hit a trio of spiders standing in the center of the room, trying to stay away from the heat runes blowing from the walls. The explosion killed all of them because the terror wasps had already injured them. Matteo ducked around the door and stopped at the wall closest to him. He grabbed his paper and started tracing out the rune he saw there.

"Come on, come on," Dimitris said.

"I am trying to hurry. If this works, I will get a wind attack," Matteo said as he drew the rune underneath the heat rune on the wall. As soon as he was done, he nodded to Ilaria. She was standing right next to the water rune and pressed it to deactivate the trap.

As a squad, they raced to the next room and repeated Riccardo’s terror wasp attack. It was the only time they felt completely safe using the conjured insects, when the conjured wasps couldn’t possibly turn around and attack the squad.

This time, the wasps didn’t need to do a thing. The blade trap room had already sliced up the five nematodes in the room. The room with the crushing walls didn’t need to be handled slowly. It had already smooshed the monsters inside. Mirrored stains of blood and fur covered the walls. They all ran to the far wall and Matteo quickly unlocked the door by pressing the runes in succession.

By the time they got to the final trap room, the golems hadn’t killed any of the monsters inside. Eight goblins scampered around the room, easily avoiding the stone attacks. Matteo sent a fireball into the room, and the squad backed up a bit so Riccardo could send a wave of terror wasps into the room.

This time, the wasps were quickly able to kill their targets, and the goblins were dead within seconds. Unfortunately, their retreat let the four golems get close to the door. Chiara tried to hold the door in place, but they were too strong for her. One punch was enough to send her flying. Dimitris was right there, ready to catch the door. He absorbed the impact.

Instead of punching the golems, Dimitris grabbed Edoardo and threw him over the construct’s heads and into the room. The extra inertia from the throw meant that Edoardo sailed all the way to the middle of the room. His landing wasn’t graceful, but he got back up in time to race to the pedestal on the far corner. He stomped on the rune there, and one of the golems fell to pieces.

The rest of the squad kept the golem’s attention by slowly retreating while Edoardo ran around the room. Once all four golems were down, they all raced to the artifact room. Ilaria grabbed the artifact and yelled, "Go, go, go!"

They raced back through the deactivated trap rooms and burst out of the temple. They were breathing hard, but not exhausted. Matteo glanced at Edoardo with an expectant look. He grinned back and gave him a thumbs up. They had done it.

"Excellent. Glad to see you all listened to me. Each squad was faster than the last. Go ahead and pay out the winners while I finish up the temple," Captain Angelica said.

The recruits looked at her in shock as she walked into the founder’s temple. They realized she had known about the bet the whole time. Maybe she had even encouraged them to go faster because she knew about the bet.

Dimitris walked over to Anastasia. She was the one holding the money everyone had bet. He held out his hand without saying anything. She looked at her squad leader, not sure what to do. No one had expected Pend Squad to win.

Spiros walked over. "Put your hand down, criminal. Your squad wasn’t eligible to win. It was a contest between squads with five squad members. You lot had an unfair disadvantage."

Dimitris looked him in the eye and said, "Sore losers don’t get to change the rules after the contest is over." He turned to Anastasia.  "Honorable people shouldn’t take this long to pay out bets."

Calliope rolled her eyes. Her squad was the slowest of the three, so she had no claim on the winnings either way. She nodded to Anastasia, and she gave the money to Dimitris. He pocketed the gold stater with a smile.

Spiros swore at them all. "No one robs me and gets away with it. Mark my words."

Another round of swearing followed. Dimitris ignored it all and walked back to stand with his squad. The atmosphere was tense as the three squads stared at each other. The captain quickly did three more runs of the founder’s temple.

After the final run, the runes on the temple dimmed and winked out. The stone roof groaned and slowly collapsed into the center. Without the magic supporting it, the temple’s construction collapsed in on itself. Within moments, only a pile of dust was left. A bright white orb floated above the remains for a moment before drifting over their heads. They all watched as the orb flew out of the canyon and sped away.

"What was that?" Matteo said.

"That was the temple’s spirit core. It’s going to find a different spot with more ambient mana. It will reconstruct itself in a few years. Maybe faster since this was a small one," Captain Angelica said.

The captain clapped her hands and said, "Welp. Time to get out of here. We are going to have to get a move on if we are going to make our rendezvous."

They made it to the meetup point with a half hour to spare. Everyone stood around while they waited for Tartaruga to walk closer. No point in running closer when the turtle was heading this way. Each squad separated and kept an eye out for monsters that had been missed.

Edoardo nudged Dimitris. "Hey, can I get my share now? I bet they let us go early and there is this restaurant I have been wanting to take my girl to."

"Your share of what?"

"Of the money. We won six stater. Well, nine, but I don’t want any of the fake coins you used to bet," Edoardo said.

"I bet my own money. You all didn’t pitch in on the bet. Good job for being quick, but that doesn’t earn you any of my winnings," Dimitris said and turned away.


Chapter 21: Strategy Meeting

Ilaria walked in front of Dimitris and put her fists on her waist. She said, "You can’t seriously be thinking of keeping the money we all won from that bet."

Dimitris didn’t flinch as he said, "I bet with my money, this is my winnings."

Riccardo and Chiara stepped up to either side of him, angry looks on their faces. Matteo wanted his money too, but he couldn’t believe that Dimitris actually wanted to stiff his own squad.

"We all risked our lives, we all deserve a share of the prize," Chiara said, her armadillo artifact activating. Armor appeared all over her and made her small form much more menacing.

Dimitris shook his head. "What are you going to do? Fight me? The captain is right there. You all are too nice to do anything, anyway. Besides, I am the only one that knows which ones are forgeries. Face it, you are just going to have to chalk it up as a lesson learned."

Everyone looked to where the captain was standing, thirty feet away. Edoardo shook his head and held out his hand again. Riccardo stepped forward with his arms folded. Matteo shook his head, disgusted at Dimitris's actions.

Ilaria held up her hands to the rest of the squad and said to Dimitris, "I am sure you already realize that we are the ones with your life in our hands while we are out in the field. You must really want that money. Listen, just give me all of your forgeries. I am going to give them to the other squads so they won’t be mad at us and murder us in our sleep."

Dimitris glanced over to see Spiros looking at their squad with a death glare. Dimitris nodded. "Yeah, ok. I only have three with me today. You better give them all to the ground pounders. They look like they could spit fire."

He pulled out his money pouch and handed three stater to Ilaria. She pocketed the money and patted his shoulder. Dimitris fell to the dirt, shaking. She had used her artifact on him, shocking him. Matteo winced. He knew what that felt like.

Ilaria tossed the counterfeits into the dirt behind her and grabbed the money pouch from his twitching hands. She took the stater out, handing one to each of the squad members around her. Matteo looked at the stater in his hands in shock. He couldn’t believe she just did that.

She placed the final stater on Dimitris’s chest. She stepped out of range just as he regained control of his body. She said, "Thank you for working with the squad today. Glad to see you changed your mind and gave us our fair share."

Ilaria turned to see the captain had wandered closer. She turned to the captain and said, "Do you have anything to add, Captain Angelica? I am sure your perception is high enough that you heard that whole conversation."

The captain turned to Dimitris.  "Do you have anything to say to me, recruit?"

Dimitris looked around and deflated. "No, sir."

The captain nodded and wandered off. The rest of the squad followed her, walking towards the scale that was lowering itself from the turtle shell far above. Matteo and Dimitris were the only ones that stayed put. Dimitris picked through the grass and dirt to pick up his counterfeits.

Matteo glanced between Dimitris and the stater in his hands and said, "I feel like I earned this. I don’t like the way she just took it from you, though. You can have it back if you want."

Dimitris walked over and looked at the coin in Matteo’s hand. "Nah, thanks for the thought, but that’s one of the forgeries."

"Wait. What? Did she throw away the real ones and take the fakes?" Matteo said, as he looked at the coin in his hand in surprise.

Dimitris smiled. "Nope. All fake. The real ones weren’t in my pouch."

Matteo wasn’t sure if the man was telling the truth anymore. He threw up his hands. "You are a real asshole, you know that?"

Dimitris winked and walked off. Matteo followed him with a huff. He tucked the stater into his pocket, reminding himself to get it checked out before he spent it.

...

"Of course we are going to try our best. Everyone wants the prize for winning the spars," Edoardo said. "I’m just saying our chances aren’t good." The squad was sitting and talking in a corner of the practice arena, chatting about their plans for the next few days.

"You don’t understand, we have to win," Riccardo said and ran his fingers through his hair. "After the last time we were out, the captain said I need to do better. If I don’t have a good showing in the final tournament, she won’t let me graduate."

"Oh shit," Edoardo said.

"Yeah. We have three days of training and then my future is on the line," Riccardo said.

"Actually, I had an idea that we should test out before we start practicing," Matteo said. Matteo had been talking with his friend a lot about his problem since it cropped up yesterday.

"Chiara and Riccardo need to swap artifacts. Riccardo is really a front-line fighter. With his mass, living armor would make him way more effective. Chiara can take the terror wasps. Riccardo said they react to emotions, and I think she is already less afraid of them than he is. You both use yellow magic, so it will work," Matteo said.

Riccardo’s eyebrows rose high. He opened his mouth and then closed it. Then he turned to Chiara with a hopeful look on his face. She shrunk back from his intensity.

Ilaria stepped in and said, "That might be better for Riccardo, but it wouldn’t be fair to force Chiara into a dangerous artifact. Not now, not three days before the final recruit tournament."

Matteo shook his head. "I don’t think it would be dangerous for Chiara. I think she would be a great queen of the hive. I bet she would have great control of the artifact from the get go. It’s a mindset thing."

Ilaria turned to Chiara and said, "It’s up to you. Don’t feel like you have to."

Chiara took a big breath and let it out. She said, "I guess we could try it out. As long as Captain Angelica is there to protect me."

"Of course. I will go tell her now," Riccardo said. He stopped and turned back to Chiara. "If you aren't a natural with the honey drizzler right away, I won’t make you keep trying. We need to focus on what works."

A few moments later, the squad was standing on one edge of the shooting range, with Chiara on the other. The captain stood nearby, ready to intercept any terror wasps headed the wrong way.

Chiara turned to Riccardo. "What is this goop on the end? It stinks."

"I don’t know, but don’t get it on yourself. It is sticky and smelly. The only way to get it off is to drop the artifact and dispel the magic," Riccardo said from the other side of the range.

Chiara shrugged and flicked the honey drizzler forward. A tiny gob of sticky yellow stuff flew forward and plopped into the middle of the archery range. When nothing else happened, she focused and summoned a single terror wasp. It hovered in the air, buzzing loudly. Chiara pointed towards the target on the far wall and the wasp sped away. It flew forward and then curved and exploded on the ground.

Matteo smiled. Chiara was already better than Riccardo had been. She just needed to work on her aim. She spent the next few minutes trying different things out, not hitting a target yet. The captain didn’t have to save her from the wasps, though. She was always able to get one wasp out at a time and send it in the direction she wanted. They just seemed to lose their way after a little while.

"Wait a second," Chiara mumbled to herself. She hopped over the separator and walked up to the target. Then she tapped the bullseye with the artifact a few times and returned. This time when she brought out a wasp, it sped right for the target and created a hole in the bullseye of the target. She quickly summoned another terror wasp and sent it buzzing downrange. This one hit the same spot and sent a puff of straw flying. Chiara started giggling. Her laughter grew louder and louder.

"How did you do that?" Riccardo said, walking closer.

"You, you," Chiara was having a hard time getting words out because she was laughing so hard.

"Calm down, recruit," Captain Angelica said. "What’s so funny?"

That sobered her up. "Sorry, sir. I figured it out. It’s pheromones. Insects communicate with pheromones. The goop tells them where to attack. I just needed to mark the target. That’s why Recruit Riccardo was having problems. He kept marking himself with the attack pheromone," Chiara said with a smile.

The captain nodded. "That makes sense. Congratulations on figuring it out. It’s not exactly an endorsement for you, Recruit Riccardo. You need to impress me even more now." She walked away before he could answer.

As soon as she was out of earshot, Chiara patted Riccardo on his back and said, "It’s ok, it’s not your fault you are an idiot. I blame your parents for dropping you on your head as a child."

Riccardo pushed her away as she giggled. He said, "Whatever, hand over the honey drizzler. I need to practice now that I know the secret."

"Nope. It’s mine now. I like this one way better than the stupid armadillo bracelet. That one’s yours," Chiara said, holding the honey drizzler protectively.

With a frown, Riccardo stepped forward. Matteo blocked him and said, "Try out the bracelet. Maybe you will like it."

Riccardo grumbled to himself, "I don’t even know what an armadillo is." He put the bracelet on and focused.

Living armor quickly sprouted all over his body, covering him with thick plates. It looked different from when Chiara wore it, his was smaller segmented plates. His face didn’t morph into an armadillo shape either. It looked more like a helmet. Once the transformation was complete, Riccardo moved around, testing his new mobility.

"How does it feel? Chiara’s biggest problem was the weight slowing her down," Ilaria said.

Riccardo shrugged. "It’s not that heavy, really. Maybe slightly heavier than our normal armor. I would have to spar to test it out."

He didn’t head over to the practice arena, though. He stared at his forearm and spikes slowly grew out of the edge. They hardened to a razor-sharp edge.

"How? I thought..." Chiara said, trailing off.

"It’s ok, Chiara, it’s not your fault you are a moron. It’s your parents' fault they raised you without an imagination," Riccardo said.

Chiara and Riccardo stared at each other before they both broke out in grins. They were much better suited to their new artifacts.

"This is perfect. I think I have a strategy that will win us the whole thing now," Ilaria said. "Neither of the other two squads takes us seriously. We need to lean into that. We send in our worst matches for the first two rounds, saving me, Matteo, and Chiara for the final three fights. No one will expect Chiara to be competent with the terror wasps. I think we have a real chance of winning the whole thing."

...

"Going into the final fight of the tournament, Gamma Squad is leading with sixty-three wins, Kappa Squad is right behind them with sixty-one wins, and Pend Squad has fifty-five wins," Captain Angelica said. She paced in front of the room as she talked, addressing the recruits and those that had come to watch, all the Ranger leadership, and the head of the Wardens, Commander Gaia.

She continued, "Congratulations to all of you. The amount of effort and hard work that went into each of those wins was impressive. None of it matters anymore, though. Just like in real life, it doesn’t matter how many fights you won yesterday, the only thing that matters is today’s fight. Monsters won't go easy on champions, you must give every fight your all.

"On to the format. One at a time, each squad will send a single squad member into the ring. The three recruits will fight each other with only one victor emerging. The squad with the most points at the end will win a level up for each member. Pend Squad, since you have six members, one of you will sit out. I have decided that Recruit Ilaria will sit out. She is almost guaranteed to graduate and the test of combat would not be useful for her."

Matteo looked at Ilaria, his eyes wide. Their strategy relied on her being the squad’s anchor. She was the one guaranteed to win. Their chances of winning the whole thing had suddenly dropped.

"Gamma Squad, send in your first combatant," the captain said, "Kappa next, then Pend. We will switch up the order next round."

The recruit that had a trio of invisible raccoons at her command walked up to the sparring ring first. Then the guy with the artifact that produced crowbars walked into the ring. Pend Squad was still reeling from the unexpected change.

They all looked towards Ilaria. Were they still going to go with their old plan now that she was out of the competition?


Chapter 22: Tournament Day

"Dimitris, you are up," Ilaria said and gestured towards the ring. She was sweating. Matteo could tell she didn’t want to lead the team. She wanted to fight in the tournament.

Dimitris nodded seriously and walked up to stand in the ring along with the other two combatants. He sunk his feet into the sand as he considered his two opponents. This would be a different sort of fight. Instead of one on one, all three would fight and only one would emerge the victor. The fight was to incapacitation or being knocked out of the fifty foot wide ring. The audience stood near the edges of the wall. The recruits stood off to the side, with the Ranger leadership sitting on chairs they had brought in. The Warden commander was there too, but he looked considerably less enthused to be there.

Matteo considered his squad mate’s chances. They weren’t good. One opponent had a way to fling endless crowbars at him, and the other had invisible raccoon summons. Either one could take him out on their own. Dimitris’ only chance was to play the other two against each other.

"Round one, begin!" the captain dramatically yelled.

Predictably, Charalampos sent out a flurry of crowbars from the get go. Dimitris used his artifact to catch one of the crowbars out of the air, redirecting the second crowbar straight at his attacker. He had gotten much better at using his artifact recently.

Unfortunately, so had the other two. Charalampos just threw another crowbar to deflect the one Dimitris had sent his way. Dimitris didn’t get within fifteen feet before he was hit with two crowbars at once. The first he absorbed, the second sent him spinning. Only his armor kept him from being seriously injured. The woman with the raccoons fell to the floor with the first crowbar thrown her way, but she wasn’t out of the fight. While Charalampos was focusing on Dimitris, her raccoons had gotten to him and started scratching up his face.

Dimitris tried to capitalize on the distraction, but a raccoon came for him too, tripping him up. By the time he stood back up, Charalampos had surrendered so he could save his face. Dimitris kept an eye on the sand, jumping to the side when he saw little puffs fly up near himself. He tumbled to the ground as soon as he did, the first raccoon having been laying in wait. Dimitris didn’t have a chance after that, unable to save himself from attacks he couldn’t see. The sand was bloody by the time he surrendered. They paused briefly for the Ranger medic to heal them with transferred life force from a nearby pig.

"Round one goes to Kappa Squad," Captain Angelica said. "Next round, Kappa Squad send your fighter first."

Kappa Squad sent their guy that could manipulate friction, Ilaria sent Edoardo in, and Gamma Squad followed up by sending the recruit with the illusion power. The three of them stared at each other, eyes narrowed. With their artifacts, this fight would be a mental one more than physical.

The fight started with a pair of knives flying through the air. Edoardo blocked one knife with his shield, but the other knife found its mark in the throat of the illusionist. The captain pulled her out of the ring so she could be healed before she bled out.

Edoardo shuffled towards the remaining recruit, keeping both feet on the ground so that a sudden loss of friction wouldn’t send him sprawling. He focused on his opponent, slowing him down with his pocket watch. The friction specialist ran towards him in slow motion. It looked like Eduardo had gotten better with his artifact. His opponent was much slower than before. He stopped and sunk into a solid stance. As the slowed opponent got into range, Edoardo sent a textbook slash his way.

His sword passed right through the man. Motes of light shattered to reveal the man had been an illusion the whole time. The first recruit to go down was the friction specialist, not the illusionist. She had swapped positions when Edoardo wasn’t paying attention. As he was realizing this, the illusionist came behind him and pushed him out of the ring.

"That’s a second win for Kappa Squad. One more and they will clinch the win. We will still have the remaining bouts though. This is part of your graduation test," the captain said. "Pend Squad, send in your fighter first."

Ilaria had a panicked look on her face for a moment. She didn't know who to send in. Eventually, she motioned for Riccardo to enter the ring.

Matteo grabbed Riccardo's arm for a moment and whispered, "Gamma squad will team up with you. Take them both out at the same time."

Riccardo nodded seriously and walked into the tournament ring. He adjusted his shield and drew his sword. His shield was concealing the armadillo artifact. No one else knew that he had switched with Chiara yet. This would be their big reveal.

Calliope and Spiros joined him in the ring. It seemed like the Pend Squad’s ploy had worked. Both of them would be good counters for terror wasps. Spiros could burn them away, and Calliope could knock them out of the air with her hats. Too bad for them. Riccardo had a different artifact today. Matteo had to keep himself from grinning and giving it all away.

As soon as the fight started, Spiros covered himself in fire. Riccardo looked at him and tilted his head towards Calliope. They had to beat her if either squad wanted to have a chance at winning. Spiros nodded back, and they both turned towards Calliope.

She hadn’t been idle during that short exchange. She had four metal hats orbiting her now. The razor-sharp edges of the hats sang as they spun in tight circles. The moment the two men started in her direction, she sent all four hats whizzing their way. Riccardo lifted his shield, but didn’t stop running.

Spiros was surprised to find that all four hats were headed his way. Calliope had ignored Riccardo to focus on the biggest threat first. That was a mistake. Riccardo activated his artifact and fully armored up. They had discovered over the last three days of practice that he could create any type of organic armor he wanted. Gray pebbled armor covered him as he ran.

Riccardo barreled into her with the inevitability of a rampaging kaiju. Calliope tried to twist out of the way, but he just stuck out an arm and clotheslined her. The momentum his armor gave him allowed him to continue on and toss her out of the ring. As soon as she was airborne, Riccardo spun and turned towards Spiros. His armor shifted to solid plates as he ran, developing a silver sheen.

Spiros had just recovered from the four hats that had been harassing him. He looked up in time to see Riccardo stomping his way. Spiros slammed both hands together to create a huge gout of flame. Riccardo lifted his shield and kept running. The flaming recruit cut off his attack and jumped out of the way, kicking the armored recruit as he ran by.

Riccardo stumbled, but quickly recovered. He spun and came at Spiros again. He followed him around the ring, trying to grab him and toss him out, too. Spiros sent the occasional blast of fire, but it did no good against his silver ant armor. The flames just washed over his naturally reflective exoskeleton. The only reason Spiros stayed in the fight was his impressive agility.

That agility failed him when Riccardo tossed his half melted shield and sword at him. Spiros avoided the two projectiles, but that put him in the perfect position for Riccardo to bowl him over. He sent the flaming recruit to the ground and pounded him with his armored head. Spiros's flames started guttering as he lost his concentration. Riccardo sat up and sent two heavy punches down on his head. The flames went out and Riccardo hopped up now that the fight was over. Matteo smiled. Riccardo was made for this artifact. His huge form combined perfectly with the artifact armor.

The captain declared him the winner as he hurried over to the medic to get treated for burns. Pend Squad cheered loudly as the captain gestured for Kappa Squad to send in another recruit. They sent in Elias, and Gamma Squad sent in Luca. Ice shards and animated furniture.

Ilaria stopped cheering and turned to her two remaining squad mates. She tapped her fingers on her forearm, a worried look on her face. She had to decide the last two fights. Everything hinged on this.

"Your time to shine, Matteo," Ilaria said and slapped him on the shoulder.

Matteo nodded and adjusted his shield. He had glued a rune to the back of the shield for reference. It was the new rune he had traced in the founder’s temple last week. It was time to see if his practice with it would be enough for them to win.

The three of them squared off against each other. Elias with his ice pick artifact, Luca with his woodcarving chisel, and Matteo with his rune scribe pen. A pair of tables and a chair stood just outside of the sand ring. Luca had discovered that his artifact only worked with wooden pieces of furniture. He couldn’t add metal or weapons to them, either. He ended up commissioning a particularly thick set of dining room furniture with sharp edges.

As far as Matteo knew, Elias hadn’t made any changes to the way he used his artifact. The ability to send spears of ice towards monsters was very effective already. Matteo let himself smile. His new rune would make things very difficult for both of them.

When he had transcribed the rune, he had assumed that it would create some sort of wind effect. The trap room had heat blowing into the room after all. It didn’t do that. Instead, the fan rune did something much better.

"Round four, begin!" the captain yelled.

Elias and Luca stayed where they were, but Matteo burst into action. He leapt forward with his shield up to deflect the ice shard he was expecting. His caution was warranted. He didn’t make it ten feet before he was hit with one. The spear of ice was heavier than Matteo expected. It hit his shield and knocked him back a few feet. Matteo’s arm cried out in agony.

He continued to run towards Elias, anyway. Luca had sent his tables and chair galloping towards the other two recruits, but they were slower than Matteo could run. Another ice spear hit Matteo as he got within twenty feet, knocking him back again. The second hit was enough to wrench his shoulder and leave his shield arm unresponsive.

Matteo groaned in pain. This would have to be close enough. He pointed his pen at Elias and sent the fan rune towards him. Elias jumped to the side, expecting a waterjet or fireball. Instead, a strong breeze washed over him. He looked up in confusion, but Matteo was already ignoring him.

He threw his arm up so he could see the rune there again. It sent waves of pain through his body, but his plan required at least one more fan rune. As he did, Luca’s furniture arrived. A table and chair headed towards Elias, the other table heading towards Matteo.

His second fan rune wasn’t ready yet, so Matteo jumped to the side. The heavy table slid by him, throwing up a spray of sand as it tried to turn and attack again. That was the downside to having heavy furniture. They weren’t as agile as the lighter stuff.

Elias and Luca discovered the secret of Matteo’s new rune at the same time. Elias sent a flurry of ice spears at Matteo and the incoming furniture. The ice headed towards Matteo was shattered as it hit something invisible. The fan rune created a ten foot tall invisible fan that ran for three minutes. It diced up the ice spears and shredded the chair that ran into it.

Matteo smiled as he dodged another attack from the table nearby. He finally finished the second fan rune and threw it up on top of the table. It exploded into thousands of splinters. Luca cried out in frustration. He hadn’t moved from his spot on the other side of the ring before now. He was down to one table now and that was being pelted by ice spears as Elias danced around. Luca pulled out his mace and started running towards the other two combatants.

With a smile, Matteo moved on to a rune he had memorized. He yelled out, "Fireball!" and sent it directly towards Elias.

The fireball hit the invisible fan and was instantly dispersed into a wall of flames. They were mostly harmless at this point, having lost their explosive power. Elias didn’t know that, though. All he saw was a fireball headed his way that suddenly got a lot bigger. He screamed and fell to the floor. Unfortunately for him, he fell outside the ring.

With Elias out of the fight, Matteo turned towards Luca. Matteo started tracing out a rune as he considered his chances. His arm was still unresponsive. He must have dislocated it. He couldn’t pull out his sword, because that would mean dropping his pen. Luca had a shield and mace, and was directing the remaining table to come at him from behind.

Matteo smiled. He could do this.

Before Luca could get too close, Matteo walked closer to his invisible fans. They were placed close together at a ninety-degree angle. He put his back to that corner and aimed his pen towards Luca, who was just coming around the spinning edge. The fans were invisible, but Luca could tell where they were based on the patterns they made in the sand. Matteo shot a waterjet at his face just as he came into range.

Luca easily blocked it with his shield. Matteo used that split second to pivot and sprint towards the table coming at him from the other direction. His arm flopped around as he ran, which really hurt. Matteo got to the table and juked to the side. The table jumped to the side as well. Right into the spinning fan. Matteo smiled as the table exploded into shards of wood. He had noticed that Luca’s furniture was semi-autonomous, but not nearly as smart as a person. The hit also made the fan rune shatter, but it had done its job. All the furniture was broken.

Matteo dropped his pen and turned just in time to catch the haft of Luca’s mace with his metal hand. "Surrender," Matteo said quietly.

Luca sent the edge of his shield towards Matteo’s face. Matteo jerked the mace over, using Luca's own weapon to block the attack. Matteo easily yanked the mace out of his hand. His metal arm was much stronger than a flesh and blood one. He blocked another shield bash and ducked to sweep Luca’s legs. He heard a bone crunch as he hit.

Matteo followed up with breaking both elbows and then stepping back.

"Winner, Pend Squad. Last recruits, you are up now," Captain Angelica said.

The medic hurried over to Luca and quickly healed him. He slowly walked over to Matteo with his pig in tow. The medic gave Matteo a sour look and gave him the least amount of healing he could get away with. He must have been mad that Matteo hadn’t stopped with the leg break.

Once he could move his arm again, Matteo returned to the sidelines. He cheered Chiara on. It all came down to this final bout.


Chapter 23: Disappointing Results

Chiara stepped into the ring along with Baslikike and Athan. It was anyone’s bout. Each of them had powerful artifacts with impressive control. Chiara could summon a swarm of terror wasps that considered her their queen. Baslikike was covered in tattoos of weapons that she could summon and control like her own army. Athan had a void rope that disintegrated anything it touched.

"Go, Chiara, go! You can do it!" Edoardo yelled. Matteo smiled at him, but didn’t join in. They were supposed to be standing at attention.

The fight started when Matteo was looking away. He turned back to see that Baslikike and Athan were running at Chiara. They were trying to make sure Pend Squad didn’t win. Chiara was running toward the middle of the ring. This fight wouldn’t be decided by a ring out.

Baslikike pulled out a pair of axes from her arms and sent them looping around behind Chiara’s back. She responded by flicking her honey drizzler out, sending pheromones in an arc ahead of herself. Before the droplets landed, she was already summoning her swarm.

Unlike when Riccardo controlled them, the terror wasps were calm and obedient. They hovered around her in a protective dome. Two drones peeled off and detonated on the ink axes coming in from behind. Five wasps shot forward to land and detonate in the sand in front of Chiara. That put a halt to Baslikike’s and Athan’s charge.

Chiara still had thirty terror wasps surrounding her, and a new one joined the swarm every few seconds. Baslikike sent a large shield flying toward the heaviest concentration of wasps, hoping to get several in one attack. It never arrived, one wasp having flown ahead to intercept it. Athan had more luck; the tip of his void rope swept through three wasps with one pass.

The wasps buzzed louder. They knew who the enemy was now. A dozen left the dome to attack, six to each recruit. Chiara ran closer to them, watching the insects approach. This wasn’t true combat, and she needed to be able to recall them if they got too close. A solid hit could kill the other recruits. The terror wasps did get close, but were intercepted by flying ink weapons and twirling void rope. All twelve exploded at practically the same time.

Masked by the explosions, Chiara threw out a pair of green orbs. They were snarls, magical balls of vines every recruit was issued. Both snarls hit their targets, exploding with thorny vines that quickly wrapped around them. They both fell to the ground, completely immobilized. Athan had dropped his void rope and was trying to wiggle closer to it. Chiara kicked it away.

Baslikike struggled with the vines, a dozen weapons trying to burst free of the restraints. It didn’t work. The ink needed to be separated from her skin before it could fully materialize. Eventually, she slumped back to the sand. Athan and Baslikike surrendered one after the other.

Pend Squad burst out in cheers. They had done it. After being behind in the spars the entire training, they had won the entire tournament. Matteo swept up Ilaria in a hug and she kissed him on the cheek. That surprised him enough to drop her.

"Cheaters! They didn’t win, they are cheaters," Spiros yelled. "You can't give the win to those criminals. No one said snarls were allowed."

Captain Angelica frowned."Recruit Spiros. Your input is not wanted. Be quiet."

Spiros closed his mouth and stared at her, still seething. A pair of Ranger captains and a major stood up and walked over to discuss it with Captain Angelica. They quietly whispered back and forth. It wasn’t a friendly conversation. Captain Angelica stepped to the side and looked at the leader of the Rangers, Colonel Pietro. He gave them a shrug and flicked his finger toward Pend Squad. Captain Angelica smiled. The leader of the Wardens, Commander Gaia, shook her head and walked over to them. A short conversation later, and everyone but the captain sat back down.

Captain Angelica gave a small sigh and said, "This tournament was a test of your mastery of your artifacts. Not your ability to use snarls or crystallium devices. The winner of today’s competition is Kappa Squad."

"That’s bullsh..." Edoardo started before Dimitris smacked him. Edoardo gave him a betrayed look, but Dimitris gestured to the squad. All of Pend Squad was fuming mad, but yelling about it would only make things worse.

"Kappa Squad, follow the quartermaster to bond with your artifacts and collect your prize. Everyone else, congratulations on a good showing. The final test will begin in two days. You have until then to prepare. Dismissed," Captain Angelica said.

Spiros and Luca smirked at Pend Squad as they walked away. They hadn’t won but they were happy Matteo's squad hadn’t won either. Edoardo angrily took his armor off, dropping it to the floor.

The squad removed their armor, setting aside the parts that had been burnt or cracked. They would have to be repaired by the quartermaster. As they worked, the leadership left the room. The rest of the recruits soon followed. Pend Squad was left alone in the sandy courtyard.

"I hate those damn exterminators. How could they do this to us? As soon as I have a few levels, I am heading out on my own," Edoardo said.

"How can you say that?" Ilaria said, "You want to take their magic and just leave? This is your home. They gave you everything: life, housing, protection, magic. You want to take all that and just abandon us?"

"The kid’s right," Dimitris said. "It’s not just about today. A single level will only take us a few months of work. It’s about how they are treating us. If they blatantly steal from us like this, what else are they willing to do? I didn’t like the exterminators before. Now I know I can’t trust them."

"Just because some of them are jerks, doesn’t mean you don’t owe Tartaruga town your loyalty," Ilaria said with a huff.

Matteo stepped in before they could argue further. "I think we are all upset about how that turned out. There is nothing we can do about it, though. We need to focus on our solo patrol. Two days from now, we are going to be on our own and we need to prepare."

"Prepare for what? We don’t even know if they are going to drop us in a forest, a swamp or a desert. It’s a big difference between preparing for swarms of nematodes and hoards of rock golems," Chiara said.

"I actually have an idea about how we can solve that little problem," Matteo said.

...

"Where is everyone else?" Matteo said. He thought that all the squads would be here this morning. Pend Squad was armored up and ready to go, but the Ranger headquarters were empty.

"They aren't here. I asked you to get here early," Captain Angelica said as she walked out of her office. "I wanted to talk to you all alone."

"Sir," Ilaria said as she saluted. She was the only one that did. The rest of them were still angry about what happened at the tournament.

The captain nodded to the squad. She pulled out a small aquamarine stone and handed it to Ilaria. She said, "I get why you are all mad. You were right, Edoardo, that was bullshit. That’s not what I wanted to talk to you about, though."

She looked around and then continued, "There is something going on with our recruit patrols. Too many recruits are dying. This job is risky, but for the last five years, every single recruit patrol has lost a full squad. That’s not all. We have lost some good Rangers, people that you wouldn’t expect to die to a monster. I think someone is getting to them. Maybe cultists, maybe other cities, maybe traitors. I don’t know. All I know is that someone is working to keep the Rangers understaffed."

"I thought you said it was safe," Riccardo said.

Ilaria ignored him and said, "What can we do about it? Are you telling us not to go on patrol?"

Captain Angelica frowned. "No, you have to go. They will kick you all off the turtle if you don’t. You have to go. But I won’t leave you without protection. I gave you a waypoint stone. It’s paired to one I keep on me at all times. If you get in trouble, smack it and I will come rescue you. If I rescue you from monsters, you won’t graduate. If I rescue you from people, then we will finally know who is behind this."

"So we are bait?" Dimitris said. "We dangle out there like a worm so you can draw in your enemies?"

Chiara smacked Dimitris hard and said, "Shut it. We have to leave either way. Don’t get our only ally mad at us."

Ilaria nodded. She had been about to say the same thing.

"I am sorry I can’t do more. I can’t risk tipping off whoever is behind this. Plus, I don’t know if I am wrong about this whole thing. Hopefully, you won’t even use the waypoint," Captain Angelica said.

"Why can’t you do more?" Edoardo said, "Why can’t all three squads have a captain escort them on this mission? We won’t be on our own after we graduate. Why do we have to be now?"

The captain shrugged. "It’s policy. Recruits ask about that every year, but the commander insists that the Rangers only admit recruits that can fend for themselves."

Edoardo grumbled, but didn’t reply.

"Don’t worry about things you can’t control. Just focus on surviving. That’s an order," Captain Angelica said.

"Yes, sir," Ilaria said and saluted.

Once the quartermaster got in for the day, Ilaria requisitioned extra weapons. Matteo didn’t think they would be needed. They were planning on fighting monsters on their own for four days. Each squad had been issued a void pear, and they had already filled it with all the supplies they thought they would need. Matteo's research let them know what terrain to prepare for.

Once all the recruits were assembled, Captain Angelica led them all to the edge of the shell. A Warden waited there with a trio of boats. They carried the boats out to Madam Demetra’s scale and floated down to the ground.

Lieutenant Evangelos tied a rope to each of the three boats and told them to get in. Pend Squad was a bit cramped, the boats had been designed for a squad of five. Once everyone was situated, the lieutenant dove into the dirt and swam away at high speed. He towed the boats with him, the magic of his artifact allowing the boats to float on dirt like water. It even splashed as they sped along.

Matteo wondered how the lieutenant was able to swim so fast. Each level up could enhance your body or your artifact. He could see fast swimming coming from either option. Whatever its source, it was clear the lieutenant was high leveled. He swam so fast, they lost sight of the turtle within minutes.

Kappa Squad was dropped off first, then Gamma Squad. Pend Squad was dropped off the furthest from the turtle. Based on the shape of the mountains behind them, Matteo estimated that the Tartaruga wouldn’t get into this valley for five or six days. Good thing he had predicted this and brought along enough food for the extra days.

"Alright, Pend Squad. This will be your campsite. Your void pear won’t last the full four days, so you will need to empty everything here tonight so you don’t lose your supplies. Your patrol will be a spiral from this point, clearing out monsters from the turtle’s path. You will be evaluated by how large of an area you clear out, do your best. Don’t leave the valley, we have spotted a few tier three monsters in the mountains. If you come across an underground monster warren, you will need to..." Lieutenant Evangelos said, giving the same speech he had given to the other two squads. When he was done giving instructions, he swam away with the three empty boats in tow.

Ilaria set her bag down and carefully took the void pear out. She activated it and pulled out three tents. She said, "Alright, set these up and build a firepit. Then we will start spiraling out from here."

Riccardo and Edoardo started setting up tents. Matteo moved to help them, but then he stopped and said, "Wait. Why are we setting up here if we know there might be people after us? Why don’t we set up our base camp somewhere safer?"

"We are following orders. You still want to graduate, don’t you? He said we need to set up camp here and spiral out. If the lieutenant comes back and doesn’t find us, there is no way we will still graduate," Ilaria said.

"The cripple’s got a point. We can’t stay here. If anyone is killing recruits, they will be attacking here in the middle of the night," Dimitris said.

"I’m not a cripple. I bet I am stronger than you, jerk," Matteo said. He turned to Ilaria and said, "The lieutenant didn’t say it was an order to stay here. The captain did say it was an order to survive. Staying here would be disobeying a direct order."

Ilaria tapped her fingers on her forearm. "Alright, fine. We still set up three tents here, but we actually spend the night somewhere else. Do you have somewhere safe in mind?"

Matteo nodded and said, "I got a good look at the Envoy’s map. It’s an amazing bit of enchanting. We should head southeast from here. It’s a rocky area. We should be able to find a cave to hole up in. It will also make it easier to stay hidden."

"So we are just going to hide for the next four days?" Edoardo said, confused.

"More like six," Matteo said, "Anyway, I vote we still clear the area of monsters. If the captain is wrong, we will want to graduate."

"I vote we say screw ‘em and join a mining town instead. If they don’t appreciate us, they don’t deserve us," Dimitris said.

"And what? Hide from the Rangers for the rest of your life? Even if you change your name, you don’t think they will recognize stories about your artifact?" Chiara said.

"I got a better suggestion," Riccardo said. "I say we bond with our artifacts and level up. We need to get more powerful if we are going to survive."

"It’s easy for you to say we should break the Ranger rules and bond early. You like your artifact. I have been looking forward to graduating so I could pick a different one," Edoardo said and held up his pocket watch. "Let’s be honest. My artifact sucks. I don’t want anyone to bond today."

"Your artifact could be incredibly powerful after a few level ups," Riccardo said.

"Maybe, or I could start with an incredibly powerful artifact and get even more powerful after I level up," Edoardo said.

Riccardo shrugged. He had a good point there. Edoardo’s artifact was the least effective in combat. If he graduated, he would have the pick of all the artifacts the exterminators had gathered over the last two months. Even if he didn’t bond with his watch, the rest of them bonding with theirs would endanger his chance of graduating. The squad succeeded or failed as a group. Starting their patrol off by breaking the rules was not a good look.

Ilaria patted her pockets as she thought about it. Eventually she said, "I think Riccardo’s right. We have to bond and level up. We know that we are in danger, even if it’s only from monsters. The captain ordered us to survive. We have to do this. Sorry, Edoardo."


Chapter 24: Growing Pains

Matteo agreed. It was high time they bonded with their artifacts. Unlike his skinny squad mate, he knew he wanted to keep his artifact. It was powerful and versatile, everything he could want. Ilaria seemed to like hers as well. It was no surprise that Chiara and Riccardo loved their artifacts after they had switched. He looked towards Dimitris.

"I’m with Eddie," Dimitris said. "I am going to wait for a better artifact to come along. Maybe we will luck out and find a relic. I would love to bond with one."

"Relics aren’t real. It’s a myth for kids that don’t want to work for their magic. The only power we can gain is the one we seize for ourselves," Chiara said.

Ilaria nodded and got her artifact out. Matteo was surprised to find out what her artifact was. She subscribed to the same philosophy as Dimitris. They didn’t let anyone know what their artifact was, so no one could take it and remove their power. Today he found out that Ilaria’s artifact was a small domino mask. Apparently, it worked without her needing to wear it on her face.

"So, um, how do we bond with our artifacts?" Matteo said. They hadn’t covered it yet in training because it didn’t apply to them yet.

"You need to meditate with your artifact. Reach out to it with your mind. The connection should form automatically," Ilaria said. She demonstrated by sitting down and closing her eyes with her mask in her hands.

The squad kept watch while she meditated. Ten minutes later, she stood up and said, "Whoa. That’s something else. It’s the same voice, but it feels like so much more."

Riccardo nodded and sat down to bond with his artifact. Matteo was looking forward to his turn. He wondered how the voice of his artifact would change. After Chiara finished, it was finally his turn.

He held the pen in his right hand and focused on it. He closed his eyes and tried to center himself. He was too excited. It took him a few minutes to calm down enough for the bond to work. Eventually, he felt a thread of magic connect to him.

	Artificial Life Form Detected
Alternate Interface Activated 

	Would you like to bond with the magical construct you are holding? (Warning: only one bond available until level fifty)

	Yes
	No

		


Matteo opened his eyes in shock. The message floated in front of his face, even when his eyes were open. "Can you guys see that?" he said as he waved his hand through it.

"See what?" Riccardo said.

"It’s this blue thing..." Matteo said and trailed off. The message was starting to make sense to him. The pen artifact thought that he was a mechanical life form because he was holding it with his right hand. It was communicating with him via text instead of voices in his head. It was different, but not really a problem. He selected yes. He felt a tendril of magic reach out and wrap itself around his heart. Moments later, another blue screen popped up.

	Rune Scribe Pen Bond with Matteo Del Fante

	Affinity : 58%
	Green Aptitude : 30%

	Magic Energy : 10
	Strength : 9 

	Flexibility : Low
	Agility : 11

	Interface : Written Runes
	Senses : 12

	Mana Pool : 25/25
	Constitution : 11

	Level 0

		


Interesting. This showed all the statistics on his pen and himself. The stats on the left would improve if he selected the pen to level up, the stats on the right if he selected his body. It was interesting that his magical aptitude counted as a body stat. If he had to guess, ten was the base stat for the average human, meaning he was below average in strength, and above in everything else. That was about right.

He wondered what it would be like to level up and gain a number in each category. He knew from training what each physical stat covered. The captain discussed how to deal with changes to their physical abilities. Strength covered his muscles and toughness, agility governed his speed and dexterity, senses governed his perception and mental focus, and constitution governed his healing and stamina.

The stats covering the pen were new, though. Every artifact was slightly different, and it wasn’t worth it to discuss possibilities. When you upgraded your artifact with a level up, the change was fairly random. You just had to figure out what changed through experimentation.

Most people didn’t have a list of their artifact’s statistics, though. Matteo would be able to see exactly what changed right after he leveled up. This was fantastic. He had never been happier to have a metal hand.

"Anyone know what artifact affinity means?"

"Is your artifact being talkative? Mine said bond formed, level zero, nothin’ else," Riccardo said.

"Kind of. My artifact doesn’t talk to me; I can see a blue paper with lots of things written on it. It says I have an artifact affinity of fifty-eight percent," Matteo said.

"That’s different. I wonder why," Ilaria said. "Anyway, affinity is how well your artifact is matched to you. Like Riccardo and Chiara. They both have the same yellow magic aptitude, but their affinity was much better after they swapped. Which was really lucky, by the way. You two should feel blessed by Ma’at."

"Sure do, crappy life, crappy job, balanced out by cute little bugs. Totally maat now," Chiara said. Despite the sarcastic words, her tone was sincere. She must prize her hive of obedient wasps.

Riccardo nodded along. Matteo smiled. If his affinity went up enough, he could expect to see a similar jump in abilities those two had. Things were looking up. Assuming they could survive their patrol out here in the middle of nowhere.

"Let's get out of here," Ilaria said. "We need to set up camp somewhere safe from monsters and men. Matteo, lead the way."

The six of them jogged southwest, heading for the spot Matteo had seen on the envoy’s map. They made a point to be as quiet as they could, not wanting to draw in monsters for this portion of the journey. If there really was someone after them, they didn’t want a line of dead monsters pointing the way. They still had to kill some monsters that attacked them, anyway. A trio of goblins, a roundworm, and four mosquitoes. Chiara took out three of the flying monsters on her own.

An hour before sunset, they found what they were looking for. A large rocky area in the foothills of a nearby mountain. As they drew closer, a pair of rock golems ambushed them. They had been pretending to be simple rocks, and only sprung into motion when they got close. Riccardo stepped in and took the hits intended for Ilaria. His organic armor was a better counter for rock monsters than her electricity. Matteo had known this was a possibility from the map. The squad was already wielding maces.

They made quick work of the monsters and moved deeper into the rocky area. They killed a few more rock golems and started searching for an appropriate cave to hole up in. It took forty-five minutes to find the right one. The area had extensive cave systems, but they didn’t want to overnight in a networked warren. They eventually found a shallow cave. Since the void pear was already starting to rot, they emptied it of all of their supplies. Ilaria directed them to set up their bedrolls and started a fire for dinner.

"Why are we making our own dinner?" Dimitris said as he stopped chopping the carrots, "When the captain used a void pear, she handed out warm meals, already made. Why didn’t you do that, Ilaria?"

"We weren’t issued ready-made meals, Dimitris. We have rations. Just be thankful Matteo insisted we bring enough to last until the turtle walks over here," Ilaria said.

"Next time we need to bring prepared meals. Less smoke to lure in monsters," Dimitris said and gestured to the food he had stopped preparing.

Ilaria walked over and took the cutting board from him. "You are right, Dimitris. Next patrol, you should totally buy food for the trip. I will take over cooking. You set up the tripwires and deadfall."

Dimitris looked like he wanted to complain again, but couldn’t come up with anything. He grumbled and went to set up defenses around the cave. It took him longer to set everything up than it would have taken him to just make dinner.

Once everything was done and they were sitting and eating around the fire, Dimitris said, "How are you all planning on levelling up? You lot bonded with your artifacts, but you gotta find compatible artifacts to absorb if you want to level up. Finding the right one is like a needle in a haystack. We don’t have the identification plinth available here. How are you going to find compatible artifacts and clear out the forest at the same time?"

Ilaria looked out at the rocky landscape past their fire. "There are dozens of caves out there, bound to be a few artifacts. You are right though, it will take some time to level up. I figure we can devote all of tomorrow to it. If we get lucky with the right artifacts, we will be that much more effective when clearing out the countryside."

"And if we get unlucky?" Chiara said.

Ilaria gave her a slightly betrayed look. She said, "Then we will have spent a day surviving in the wilderness, just as ordered."

"I bet ya I level up to five the first day. Just you watch," Riccardo said with a goofy smile.

Ilaria didn’t seem cheered. She stood up and brushed herself off then said, "Dimitris, you take the first watch, I will take the middle watch, Edoardo will take the third shift. The rest of you will stand watch tomorrow night," Ilaria said.

Matteo nodded. It was nice that he would be able to sleep the whole night every other night. One of the advantages of having a small entrance to guard is that one recruit could cover it.

Despite the peace of mind of having a safe place, it still took Matteo a while to fall asleep. It was stressful being in the wilds so far from home. Plus, the ground was hard and unmoving. He was used to the turtle steps rocking him to sleep. To distract himself, he practiced using the interface with his artifact.

It was fascinating to consider all the possibilities. What would he be able to do when he got his strength to twenty? How effective would he be with a hundred percent affinity? If the activation was currently written runes, could he change that to spoken runes? If he increased his flexibility to high, would he be able to write out his own runes? Despite Dimitris’ pessimism, Matteo was very excited about what would come in the next few days.

Some time shortly before dawn, something woke him up. He wasn’t quite sure what it was. Everything was quiet. Ilaria had insisted they all sleep in their armor. Now that he was awake, the armor digging into his side meant that he wouldn’t get back to sleep. The growing light let him know he would have to get up soon, anyway.

After he slid out of his bedroll, he walked to the front of the cave. Maybe he could chat with Edoardo while they waited for the rest of the squad to wake. Matteo was disappointed to see that Edoardo had fallen asleep at the entrance to the cave. He had even taken off his helmet to get more comfortable. Damn him. He was risking all of their lives by not keeping watch.

Then the rocks just beyond Edoardo moved. Matteo sprung forward, yelling a warning. As he raced towards his squad mate, he saw it was a sand grasshopper. The monster’s camouflage matched the rocky landscape, but now that it was moving, he could see the six foot long monster clearly. Edoardo started to stir just as the insect got to him.


Chapter 25: Bitter Relations

Matteo was about twenty feet away when he yelled his warning to Edoardo. The six foot long sand grasshopper was right next to him. It must have slowly snuck up on him after he fell asleep on watch. Edoardo started to wake up from the shout.

He was too slow.

The sand grasshopper lunged forward and chomped down on Edoardo. Its huge jaws wrapped around his head and bit down. His head disappeared entirely into the monster’s mouth. The monster wrenched to the side, ripping off Edoardo’s head. A gout of blood sprayed from his neck.

Matteo screamed in shock and anguish, jumping at the monster. He grabbed a knife with his left hand as he punched out with his metal right hand. The grasshopper started to turn away, but he still landed a hit on one of its huge compound eyes.

The monster screeched and spun on its six legs. It kicked out with its powerful back legs. Matteo saw the move coming and twisted to the side. One leg still connected and spun him to the side. He hit the cave wall and slid to the ground. The sand grasshopper turned again and jumped at him, jaws wide.

Matteo punched up with his metal hand, breaking off one of its mandibles. The monster rocked back, stunned for a moment. He clawed at the monster’s face, digging metal fingers into the gaps in its exoskeleton. He pulled the head closer to him and stabbed up into the monster’s head again and again until it was dead.

Shortly after it stopped moving, the monster was knocked off his body. Riccardo had armored up and crashed into the insect. Only after he stood back up did he realize the grasshopper was already dead.

Riccardo raced back to Matteo and said, "Are you hurt? Tell me, buddy."

"I’m fine, I’m fine. I don’t bleed green," Matteo said as he wiped off the pale green blood.

Ilaria raced over to Edoardo’s body. She fell to her knees and sobbed. She reached forward to touch him and then jerked back. Chiara stood ready to use her terror wasps, but there was nothing to attack. Dimitris walked around the bend in the cave and swore. He ran closer and swore again. Matteo started shivering, suddenly very cold. He tried to slow down his quick breathing. It wasn’t working.

"What happened?" Ilaria said, not looking up.

"He fell asleep. The sand grasshopper was sneaking up on him. I tried to yell a warning, but I was too slow," Matteo said. He was shivering and couldn’t stop.

Dimitris picked up Edoardo’s helmet from the ground next to his body. "Don’t beat yourself up about it, Matteo. It’s his own damn fault. If he had been awake, or even wearing his damn helmet, he would be alive. At least he didn’t get anyone else..."

He suddenly fell to the ground, twitching. Ilaria had shocked Dimitris. She stood over his incapacitated form. "Edoardo was your squad mate, your friend. Don’t talk about him like that."

Once Dimitris was able to talk again, he muttered, "Don’t get mad at me because you failed as a squad leader."

Ilaria kicked him, sending electricity coursing through his body again. She turned away and walked back to the monster’s corpse. She kicked it again and again, sparks of electricity burning the monster and sending acrid smoke into the air.

Chiara walked over to Matteo and forcefully said, "Lay down."

Matteo didn’t ask why, he just obeyed. She grabbed a nearby pack and put it under his legs, lifting them into the air. Then she grabbed a bedroll and wrapped it around him.

"What are you doing?" Matteo said.

"Treating for shock. Don’t get up until I tell you," Chiara said.

She checked the rest of the squad over for injuries and then returned to Matteo. "Take big breaths. Nice and slow."

He listened to her, breathing slow. Once Matteo was feeling better, he sat up and said, "Why were you treating me for shock? I wasn’t injured."

"Not physically, no. Glad you are feeling better," Chiara said and slapped him on the back.

He was feeling better physically. His emotions were still running rampant. Edoardo was gone. His friend, squadmate, funny guy, all gone. The loss cast a pall on all of them. They took the body far from the cave and buried him. Riccardo put a large boulder over the gravesite so monsters wouldn’t dig him up. Chiara traced out an E with her pheromones and had the wasps carve it out with explosions. Ilaria said the prayer to Ma’at, telling her that Edoardo’s heart was lighter than a feather.

It was midmorning by the time they were done. They slowly walked back to their cave. Ilaria stood at the entrance of the cave and stared at where he had died. After an hour, Chiara walked up to her and tried to talk to her. She just shook her head. After a bit, Chiara walked away.

"Do you want to try and talk to her?" Chiara said to Matteo.

"Yeah, in a minute. Do you want to make sure Dimitris stays out of the way? I don’t think she wants to see him right now," Matteo said.

Once the other three were all the way at the back of the cave, Matteo walked up to Ilaria and stood next to her. He said nothing, he just stood with her.

About ten minutes later, Ilaria softly said, "It’s all my fault. My first real day as a squad leader and I got someone killed."

"You didn’t get him killed. This is a dangerous profession, and he chose it. Blame the monsters, not yourself," Matteo said.

She turned to him and said, "It was my fault. There are six of us. We could have done three watch shifts with two people. Edoardo wouldn’t have died if someone had been standing watch with him."

Matteo took a big breath and slowly let it out. "It’s good that you are looking for ways to do things better. But you didn’t decide to risk his life. Everyone agreed that we only needed one person on watch."

Ilaria grunted and said nothing. They stood there in silence for another half hour. Matteo decided they needed to get moving, not wallow in grief. They needed to clear the area of monsters, so this kind of thing didn’t happen again. He couldn’t tell her that, though. He needed to show his faith in her.

"What’s our next step, squad leader?"

Ilaria glowered at him and shouted, "I’m not the leader! Never again! I quit."

The shouting brought the other squad members up to the front of the cave. Chiara said, "You can’t quit. Not now. Not out here."

"Too bad. I just did," Ilaria said and folded her arms.

Chiara looked at her in shock.

Dimitris piped up, "If the leadership position is open, I can take over. I have experience."

Riccardo swore. "That’s never happening. If anyone is taking over, it’s Matteo."

"Yes, fine. Matteo is the leader now," Ilaria said.

To Matteo’s surprise, the other four squad members all nodded their heads. What were they thinking? It was a terrible idea to switch leaders out in the field, especially when everyone’s emotions are high. They looked resolute. He shook his head slowly. As if changing leaders would solve anything.

"Alright, fine. I will act as the temporary leader until Ilaria is ready to take up the mantle again," Matteo said. They nodded, but stood there as if they were waiting for orders. He ran his hands through his hair and said, "We are going to do a sweep of this area today. Above ground first, then underground. Let’s find a defensible spot and call all the nearby monsters to us."

Everyone nodded, and they found a nearby rise. They banged their maces against their shields and waited for monsters to respond. It took about five minutes before they saw the first monster. It was a rock golem, running full tilt at them. Normally slow, this monster had the time to build up speed on his way here. Riccardo braced himself to deflect its charge.

Ilaria slipped past him and attacked the golem alone. She juked to the side at the last moment, kneecapping the monster with her mace. The golem fell to the ground in a tumble. Ilaria was on it within seconds, smashing the rock over and over again.

Once it was dead, she returned to their formation, her chest heaving. No one said a thing to her. She repeated her actions a second and third time when more monsters came to investigate the sounds of fighting. A pair of sand grasshoppers flew in next, their wings clapping loudly.

Chiara sent her entire hive flying out towards the two insect monsters. They didn’t even reach the ground before they were blasted into pieces. She turned to Ilaria and shrugged. "You aren’t the only one trying to work through grief with violence."

The next few hours were full of fighting. Once the monsters stopped coming to them, the Pend Squad ran in an increasing spiral to clear out monsters. By early afternoon, all the monsters in a large area were dead. They headed back to their base for lunch. It was a quiet affair. No one spoke, and Ilaria wouldn't even look at the rest of them.

Afterwards, Matteo led them to a nearby cave entrance. They briefly discussed tactics and underground formations. The squad stood there awkwardly for a few moments. Matteo realized he was waiting for Edoardo to ask a stupid question. The skinny kid never did pay attention during instruction and had constantly been surprised by things they had gone over already. Eventually, he motioned for Riccardo and Dimitris to lead the way into the caves. Chiara and Matteo followed, with Ilaria bringing up the rear.

As it got hard to see, Matteo passed out lights. They were small, luminescent orbs that they attached to the forehead of their helmets. Matteo wondered why Ilaria had included them in the packs. Had she always been planning on spelunking for artifacts? He was just doing this to increase their safety.

There were signs of monster activity, but no monsters yet. Claw marks where they widened passageways, dried blood from inter monster fights. Matteo’s anxiety rose, but they didn’t find any opposition. Dimitris complained about wasting their time.

Suddenly, Riccardo stopped. The squad came to a halt right behind him. As one, the squad turned and hustled out of there. There were monsters in the room, but not ones they wanted to tangle with. Black slimes. The acidic monsters were part of the mana cycle, more feared than high tired monsters. The slimes ate artifacts.

Artifacts were impervious to most attacks, but the slimes were able to break them down into their component mana wisps. If one got on you, they would eat through your skin and destroy your artifact. They were the reason you never found an unattended pile of artifacts. Black slimes moved in after other monsters left and dissolved the pile of loot.

Matteo directed them to the next cave system. Black slimes didn’t stray above ground. The squad needed to focus on the ones that did. The next cave they entered had an aphid near the entrance, so they knew they would have to clear this one out.

"I don’t want to return in the dark, so we have three hours down here," Matteo said, "Also. I thought of a way to scout out ahead. Chiara, send out a terror wasp once every three minutes or so."

The wasps couldn’t do anything complex, like flying ahead and reporting back what they saw. They just flew forward and exploded on anything moving. If they didn’t find anything, they would return to the squad. Chiara would dispel it before it tried to kill them.

They traveled deep into the earth, following the path monsters carved. The caves were formed by natural processes, erosion and kaiju earthquakes. There was a mix of wide areas and thin fissures throughout the cave system. Monsters widened out the paths closest to a concentration of wisps and artifacts. Dimly glowing moss was another sign they were on the right path. It only grew in areas of high mana concentration.

The squad followed the cave systems, never encountering tight areas. Rock golems smashed their way through at some point in the past. The squad just had to follow the path of least resistance. Chiara held up her hand after twenty minutes of walking.

"I just lost a wasp. Monster ahead," Chiara said.

No monster came out to attack them, which only made them more wary. This must be a cunning monster, lying in wait for an ambush. Unfortunately for it, Pend Squad wasn’t going to walk into it. The squad shuffled to the side, and Chiara focused on her artifact.

All at once, a stream of terror wasps shot out of her honey drizzler. They curved around the corner, exploding one after another. Half of the swarm returned, and Chiara dismissed them. The squad rounded the corner to see the remains of decay ants. Matteo nodded in appreciation. The decay ant’s magical ability was to corrode anything they touched. It would have caused their front line some serious issues if they had to contend with them. Luckily for the squad, terror wasps were a great counter to these ants.

They walked another twenty minutes before they saw another monster. This time it was a pair of rock golems. They ambushed Riccardo and Dimitris from opposite sides. Riccardo stumbled back from the unexpected assault. Dimitris had enough warning to absorb the golem’s hit and countered with a punch to its head. The enhanced hit deanimated the golem, and it crumpled to the ground.

Matteo stepped forward to bash the surviving golem with his mace. He had been feeling a bit useless down here, not having enough time to trace out a rune. His strike took out the golem’s left arm, and Riccardo recovered from his stumble and destroyed it with a single swipe of his own mace.

"Good job, squad," Matteo said.

Everyone nodded and carefully started walking forward again. This was why exterminators didn’t normally clear out the underground cave systems. It was too easy to be ambushed, too easy to get overwhelmed. Matteo found himself wondering what was safer, clearing out the monsters this way, or waiting for them to attack in the night.

He felt for Ilaria. This was the type of decision that had no good answer. No matter what he chose, he would feel guilty if anything went wrong. This was why she didn't want to be the leader, decisions like this. Matteo shook his head and directed them on. Better to fight on their terms than the monster’s.

The next section of the cave took a sudden dip. They had to slide down to the next section of the cave. Riccardo went first, with the rest of them quickly backing him up. Chiara sent a wasp around the next corner. It exploded, and she followed up with a whole swarm. The angry buzzing filled the next cavern. It didn’t stop. There were no explosions, just more buzzing.

They crept forward to see what was going on.

Phase panthers.

There was a trio of phase panthers in the cavern, teleporting around the area to avoid the terror wasps. The summons were too slow to catch up with the phase panthers. The monsters easily kept ahead of the angry insects and the terror wasps weren’t smart enough to use tactics. The squad watched the action for a bit, but neither side grew tired. It was an impasse.

"I think I can take care of them," Matteo whispered.

"No fireballs in caves!" Ilaria whisper-shouted.

"I know, I know," Matteo said and started tracing out the rune attached to his shield.

Ten long seconds later, he had the fan rune ready. The cave wasn’t quite big enough for him to throw the ten-foot fan directly in front of the squad. He had to crouch and hold his hand at an angle to activate the rune. Another twenty seconds later, he had two more invisible fans surrounding the squad. A breeze picked up in the corridor.

"Ok, Chiara, dispel them," Matteo said.

The squad got into battle positions, and Chiara dispelled her terror wasps. With the distraction out of the way, the phase panthers realized the humans were here. They growled and slowly stalked closer. At an unseen signal, two of the monsters teleported directly in front of the squad.

They were instantly shredded.

The phase panthers hadn’t sensed the invisible fans, and the blades of magic cut them into a spray of blood and flesh. Most of the blood flew forward, Matteo wisely having faced them out. The two fan runes were destroyed, but the remaining monster didn’t know that. It teleported behind them and leapt forward.

This monster must have been smarter than its compatriots. It sensed the fan rune Matteo had placed behind them and teleported away before it was shredded. It eyed them for a moment, before teleporting above them. It had its claws outstretched as it fell into the middle of the squad's formation. Ilaria jumped up and hit it before it even touched the ground. It fell to the ground, twitching. She finished it off with another hit before the rest of the squad could act.

"Thanks Ilaria," Riccardo said as he wiped blood off his armor. "That was a much cleaner takedown."

"It worked, didn’t it?" Matteo said. "Wouldn’t you rather be a little messy than injured or dead?"

"Whatever," Riccardo said and walked on.

This cavern was larger than the ones they had entered before, and they took a few minutes to search it. Mana motes would sometimes congregate in underground rooms like this and create an artifact. It’s why the monsters were down here in the first place. They absorbed the byproducts of artifact creation. The squad looked behind stalagmites and in crevasses, looking for anything that wasn't a rock.

"There’s three of them!" Chiara shouted and pointed to a puddle in the middle of the room. Her helmet orb revealed a candlestick, a clay pot, and a metal colander.

Riccardo clapped his hands together and said, "Yes! Level ups, baby!"


Chapter 26: Game Changer

"Don’t get too excited. Even if you absorbed all three of these artifacts, chances are you wouldn’t level up yet," Matteo said.

"Yeah, yeah. One in ten chance of leveling up when you don’t know the artifact’s magic color," Riccardo said. "Whatever, I just want to try it. Give me one, please."

"Chiara found them. She gets first pick. Then Ilaria, then me," Matteo said. He was just messing with Riccardo. Matteo could wait to level up until they found more artifacts.

"No, I’ll go last," Ilaria said morosely.

Matteo frowned. He had hoped that the success of killing monsters and finding artifacts would pull her out of her funk. Not that he expected her to be happy. Their friend had died this morning. He just wanted her to pick up the mantle of leadership again. He didn’t want her to give up on herself. That wasn’t something he could force, so he gave in.

"Alright, Chiara, me, then Riccardo. Unless you want to bond to your artifact and join the rotation, Dimitris?" Matteo said.

"No, no. I will wait until after graduation to get a better artifact," Dimitris said.

Chiara reached down and picked up a tiny toy wagon. She focused, and it dissolved into mana. Everyone looked at her expectantly, but she shook her head. Riccardo’s shoulders slumped. "Dud."

"Yeah, statistically, no one will level up from this batch," Matteo said.

He held his hand over the remaining two artifacts. He pretended to deliberate, just to mess with Riccardo. When his friend started pacing impatiently, Matteo smiled and chose one. He picked the candlestick and lifted it up. With an effort of will, he focused on absorbing it into his artifact.

	Candlestick of Mass (Yellow Magic 3)

	You are not compatible with this artifact. Absorption will destroy it. Absorb anyway?

	Yes
	No

		


"Aw, that’s too bad," Matteo said. "This one won’t work for me."

"How do you know until you try it?" Ilaria said.

"My interface is different, remember? It says I am not compatible with it. It says it’s yellow magic. Oh, Riccardo. You have yellow aptitude. Do you want to try it?"

Dimitris and Chiara swore in shock. Chiara said, "Seriously? Your artifact interface tells you all that?"

"Yeah, even tells me it’s a candlestick of mass. Probably makes things heavier," Matteo said.

Riccardo reverently took the candlestick from Matteo. He absorbed it and mana motes flowed into him. He said, "Artifact."

A bright flash emitted from Riccardo’s armor. He glanced down at it, but it didn’t look any different. He slowly stood up, stretching out his hands. He took a few careful steps. "Whoa, this is so weird. I can make my armor lighter or heavier."

Dimitris nodded."That’s pretty good. Once you get the hang of it, you can make your punches hit really hard."

"Or turn yourself into an unstoppable juggernaut if you turn it on after you start running," Matteo said.

Riccardo took a few more steps as he got used to the new power. He punched a nearby stalagmite. It didn’t move. The second time he punched it, though, it shattered. Riccardo was off balanced by his punch and fell to the ground. He got back up as he laughed.

Suddenly, he whipped his head towards Matteo. He deactivated his artifact armor and swept Matteo up in a hug. "Thank you, thank you so much, buddy," he said as he squeezed tight.

Matteo laughed and said, "It’s fine. I couldn’t use it, anyway. Why not give it away?"

Chiara whistled. "That’s powerful. Very powerful. Your interface is a magic grove."

"What do you mean?" Matteo said.

"Don’t you get it? We can appraise every artifact we come across in the field. We don’t have to give everything to the exterminators and only get back the crappy ones. We can level up out here and give them the artifacts we don’t want. We are all going to level up so fast!" Chiara said with a shout.

"Calm down. We don’t want to attract more monsters right now," Matteo said.

"Yeah, yeah," Chiara said, much quieter. She scooped up the clay pot. "Here, identify this."

Matteo nodded. He focused on absorbing the clay pot, and another message popped up.

	Clay Pot of Vinegar (Black Magic 4)

	You are not compatible with this artifact. Absorption will destroy it. Absorb anyway?

	Yes
	No

		


That was interesting. Even though Matteo had a small aptitude for black magic, he couldn’t use it. Bonding with his rune scribe pen meant he couldn’t use other magic colors he had an aptitude for.

"Well?" Chiara said.

"It’s a vinegar pot. Black magic," Matteo said. Chiara frowned. He turned to Ilaria and Dimitris. "Either of you have an aptitude for black magic?"

Ilaria shook her head. Dimitris said, "I do. It’s my main aptitude. I’m not touching that thing, though. No way I want to bond with something called a vinegar pot."

Matteo smiled and tucked it away in his bag. He turned to Ilaria and said, "What color is your artifact, by the way?"

"Blue," she said.

"Alright. We use artifacts that are yellow, green, blue, or black. Anything else we sell or turn into the Rangers," he said and patted his bag.

Chiara laughed. "We are going to get so rich."

Everyone chuckled. It certainly seemed like she was right. Matteo’s ability would cut out the middleman. Rangers were already expected to make a decent amount of money. This would help them advance faster and earn a lot more money. Chiara’s excitement was well founded.

Their dreams of riches hit a snag just a half hour later. They had found a large cavern, larger than any they had come across before. In the center of the room was a shallow puddle. There were at least eight artifacts piled on top of each other there. It was exactly what they wanted. The problem was the rest of the room.

It was absolutely full of monsters.

Five rock golems stomped around in a circle in the center near the artifacts. Four fire ants prowled around them, providing light for the large cavern. A dozen goblins congregated to the left, and eight green aphids chittered on the other side of the room. It was loud in there, the only reason they hadn’t been discovered yet.

Once they had snuck back around the corner, Dimitris said, "Well, I guess that’s it for today. Time to go back."

"Wait, do we have to give up so quickly?" Chiara said.

"You saw what’s in there. There is no way we can take them all on," Dimitris said.

Riccardo clenched and released his fists and said, "I wanna try. We came down here knowing it was a risk. Why bother if we aren’t going to take a risk?"

"We came down here to ensure our safety. We don’t need to attack a full room of monsters to do that," Matteo said.

Chiara shook her head. "Leveling up will help us increase our safety. Besides, it’s not very dangerous. We have the element of surprise. We can prepare a killing field. You and I have great ranged attacks. If we do it right, they won’t even reach us. If they do get to us, we can just run. Our retreat is clear all the way to the surface. None of these monsters can run fast or teleport. This wouldn’t even be a risk if we do it right."

Matteo clacked his metal fingers against his palm as he thought. "Do we know what magic abilities all of these monsters have? We can’t create a plan of attack if we don’t know all of the factors."

"You can’t be seriously considering this," Dimitris said.

"I didn’t say we were going to do it. We are going to gather more information and then discuss it further," Matteo said.

Dimitris folded his arms, but didn’t reply. He probably wanted to be the squad leader, but he knew no one would follow him.

"Everyone stay here. I am going to scout ahead. If you hear a commotion, start running to the surface. I will be right behind you," Matteo said.

He snuck back to the entrance of the cavern and crouched down to watch. The golems were standard. They didn’t have a second ability beyond the one that animated the rocks they were made of. The fire that covered the ants was obviously their ability. Goblins didn’t always have a magic ability, but after watching them, Matteo thought they had one. The shadows in their section of the room behaved strangely.

The only unknown was the aphids. They were large enough that they almost certainly had an ability, but Matteo didn’t see them use one. He sat there and watched for several minutes while he tried to figure it out. While he watched, another artifact formed.

A flash of light washed through the room and an artifact dropped to the puddle. The monsters quickly swarmed to suck up the stray mana wisps that were created at the same time. While they raced around the room, one of the aphids wandered near one of the goblins. The goblin tried to suck up a mana wisp, but the aphid blocked it by creating a thorny vine nearby. The goblin danced away, easily avoiding the vine.

Matteo smiled and snuck back to the rest of the squad. He relayed what he had discovered.

"I think we can do it," Riccardo said.

"Me too, particularly if we fight them on our terms," Chiara said.

"I am optimistic about our chances, but we won’t do this unless we have a solid plan and backup plan," Matteo said.

...

"Good luck everyone. I will remember you fondly after you die," Dimitris said.

"Shut up, asshole," Chiara said, "Just do your part or you are going to be the one that dies."

"Whatever. I am the one just standing here. You are the one running around with monsters," Dimitris said.

Chiara huffed and turned to Matteo. She probably wanted to complain, but they were on the clock now. He nodded, and they walked towards the entrance to the cavern. Matteo stopped just around the final bend and waited for Chiara to get into position. Her part of this was fairly simple. She just had to keep sending waves of terror wasps.

Matteo’s part in this required a little more finesse. He traced out a fireball rune and nodded to Chiara. She sent out a swarm of twenty wasps. He waited for them to buzz out of the corridor and spread out, searching for targets. Then he stepped out and sent his fireball screaming towards the aphids. He saw the magic incinerate three aphids before he ducked back behind the wall.

They peeked out to see the effects of their attack. The wasps had killed five goblins and a rock golem. Even better, the aphids hadn’t seen where the attack had come from and were attacking the fire ants. They slunk back, happy to see that their plan had worked.

Unfortunately, not all the monsters were fooled. The goblins must have seen where the wasps had come from, and the remaining seven stinky green hominids were heading their way. Matteo made a quick decision and traced out another fire rune. He blasted the horde of goblins just as they got within thirty feet. Four of them were incinerated. The remaining three goblins screamed and raced towards the humans.

Chiara quickly sent out a dozen wasps, silencing the monsters in a barrage of explosions. The goblins were gone. The fighting had alerted the rest of the cavern to the human’s presence. As much as they hated each other, they hated humans more. The remaining monsters turned and raced towards them.

Matteo got one more fireball out, killing two more aphids. Chiara sent out three more terror wasps, and then she was out. It would take five seconds for her to regenerate each one, so she would be very limited for the next few minutes. Matteo probably could have sent one more fireball their way, but he didn’t take the chance. Both of them turned and raced back down the corridor. They were leading the monsters back to the next cavern, where they had a few surprises prepared.

Riccardo was standing at the entrance to the next cavern, and caught them before they ran into the next trap. He redirected their momentum to the side. Dimitris waved to them from where he was acting as bait in the middle of the room.

The aphids were the fastest of the surviving monsters, so they hit the trap first. Matteo had left three invisible fans directly in front of the entrance to the cavern. The green aphids barreled right into them, all three of them exploding into a mess of blood and carapace. They didn’t even have a chance to use their abilities.

Light in the corridor announced the arrival of the fire ants. There were still four of the flaming monsters alive. Matteo was ready for them. He hit the lead monster with a waterjet, dousing its fire. As the monster turned towards him, Ilaria ducked out of the alcove she had been hiding in and shocked the monster to death.

The second fire ant met a similar fate. The next two flaming monsters weren’t caught unawares, though, jumping into the room and spoiling Matteo’s shot. Each one activated its ability, and a wave of fire filled the room.

Riccardo stepped in front of the girls, his armor protecting them. Matteo had to fend for himself. He managed to get his shield up in time, though, so he was only mildly scorched. He recovered in time to target the closest fire ant. It doused the monster’s fire just in time for Riccardo to step forward and deliver a mace to its head. Three hits later, it was dead. At the same time, Chiara finished off the remaining fire ant with the five terror wasps she had regenerated.

With the fire ants dead, the cavern got much darker. Matteo remembered to activate his light orb on his helmet again. It was just in time to see the first golem walk into the room. He yelled, "Now! Dimitris, now!"

Nothing happened.

Riccardo swore and jumped forward to meet the golems. His first hit knocked the lead golem into the one behind it. Matteo knew his spells wouldn’t be helpful now, so he ran over to the trap they had set up. There was a large stalactite above the entrance to the cavern, mostly carved free. They had placed several rocks like stairs leading up to it. Chiara was already there, trying to knock it off. Matteo joined her. Together, and with one terror wasp, they knocked it free. Matteo shouted a warning just before it fell.

The stalactite fell and crushed two golems. Riccardo and Ilaria quickly finished off the one golem left. They sat and listened for a moment, but no other monsters were coming. They had done it.

"What happened to Dimitris? He was supposed to knock this free," Matteo said as he looked around the room.

"Did you not see the fire ants? I had to get out of the cavern or they would have roasted me alive," Dimitris said as he walked out from the far corridor.

"The rest of us stayed to fight, and none of us are dead," Chiara said.

"Whatever, let’s go get the loot!" Riccardo said and dramatically pointed back towards the cavern. Matteo guessed he was just trying to diffuse the tension. Regardless, they were all excited to see the artifacts, so they followed him towards the cavern.

Ilaria stopped Riccardo before he entered the large cavern. "We were pretty loud. Maybe we should wait a second to see if any other monsters investigate?" She turned to Matteo.

He agreed with her plan. She wasn’t taking charge again, but it was great progress. The squad waited there for a few minutes, some more patiently than others. Softly glowing cave moss gave the cavern an otherworldly look. Ilaria’s caution bore fruit five minutes later. A scraping sound filled the cavern. Something was making its way into the cavern, but the corridor was too small. Eventually, a monster forced its way into the cavern. It was three tons, ten feet tall with foot long teeth. It was a hell pig.

"Back, back, back," Matteo quickly whispered.


Chapter 27: Loot

The squad hustled back to the smaller cavern where they had set up the ambush. Ilaria kept going, but the rest of the squad stopped following her.

"What are you doing? We have to go," Ilaria said, continuing to whisper despite being hundreds of feet from the large cavern.

"We can’t just run away now. What about all of those artifacts?" Riccardo said.

"We just killed dozens of monsters. What’s one more?" Dimitris said.

Ilaria shook her head. "Didn’t you pay attention when the captain talked about tier two monsters? Hell pigs are almost invulnerable. Nothing we can do will even slow it down. If it gets our scent, we are dead."

Dimitris shrugged. "So we wait here for a bit. Once the pig eats the monsters we left, we can go back and collect the artifacts. It’s not like the hell pig can sneak up on us. We will hear it coming."

Ilaria fluttered her fingers and glanced back and forth with a panicked look on her face. She wanted to run, but didn’t want to leave the squad.

Matteo said, "How about this? I set up a fan facing away from the big cavern. It will make it harder for the hell pig to catch our scent. But if we hear it coming this way, we run and don’t look back, alright?"

Ilaria reluctantly agreed, and Matteo set up a fan rune. A breeze picked up, blowing away from the cavern with the hell pig rooting around. They waited there in silence, with their lights off, for twenty minutes. Matteo was able to keep time by how often he needed to place a new fan rune. It made him think of Edoardo and his pocket watch. The thought hit him unexpectedly and a wave of grief washed over him.

When that last fan rune expired, he stood up and said, "Alright, let’s check it out."

The squad carefully walked back to the large cavern. Glowing cave moss revealed an empty room. It looked like the hell pig had eaten the monster bodies and left.

"Come on, Matteo, tell us what we have won," Riccardo said and gestured towards the puddle full of artifacts.

"No. We will evaluate them once we are back on the surface," Matteo said. He started collecting the artifacts before anyone could argue. He didn’t want to stress Ilaria out any more than he had to.

There were a total of eleven artifacts of all different shapes and sizes in that puddle in the middle of the cavern. Matteo found himself getting as excited as Riccardo was. He was almost guaranteed to get a level up from this haul.

They made it back to their campsite cave an hour before sunset. Ilaria asked that they move a boulder to cover most of the cave entrance. They left just enough room for Riccardo to squeeze through. That would make it very difficult for most monsters to get into the cave even if the one on watch fell asleep. Then it was finally time for Matteo to identify the artifacts.

The first two were duds. A garden rake that made things soft and a codpiece that improved confidence were both red magic. No one on the team could use them. The third artifact was a keeper, though.

	Rubber Gloves of Ice (Blue Magic 5)

	You are not compatible with this artifact. Absorption will destroy it. Absorb anyway?

	Yes
	No

		


Matteo read off the description as he handed it over to Ilaria. "Are you going to get ice powers too? Shocking and freezing would be nice."

Ilaria shook her head. "No, that probably wouldn’t work. If the artifact is thematically very different from your own, it has a chance of failing to improve your artifact. Since rubber isn’t conductive, I am just going to improve my body." Moments later, the gloves dissolved into a mist of mana and she said, "Body." She took a few careful steps around the cave.

"Do you feel different?" Chiara said.

"A little. I’m a bit stronger, vision’s better too. It’s just enough to notice," Ilaria said.

Matteo nodded and picked up the next artifact. It was a small book written in some flowy language he didn’t recognize. He focused on absorbing it, and to his surprise, it worked.

	Sanskrit Book of Poems  (Green Magic 7)

	Artifact absorbed. Choose one to level up.

	Pen
	Body

		


He hadn’t expected it to work like that. He had been expecting a choice like the other artifacts. His only choice now was to upgrade his body or his artifact. Books were related to pens, so the book would probably be best used to upgrade his pen. He mentally selected that option. Another blue screen replaced the old one.

	Choose one facet to upgrade

	Affinity : 58% >>> 63%

	Magic Energy : 10 ---

	Flexibility : Low ---

	Activation : Written Runes >>> Stored Runes

	Mana Pool : 25 >>> 30



That was neat. He got to choose exactly what his upgrade would do. He didn’t think anyone else had that granular of a choice. He smiled, almost giddy. This was perfect.

It looked like he could only affect three facets to upgrade: affinity, activation, and mana pool. Upgrading magical capacity seemed like a waste at this point, he never ran out of mana. There was a solid argument for upgrading affinity. He would be able to use his artifact much better, with a higher affinity. He didn’t seriously consider it, though. He selected stored runes without much deliberation.

As soon as he did, a bright light flashed from his forearm. He had been storing the pen in the compartment of his metal arm. He took it out now and checked it over. There was one minor change. Near the tip of the pen, on the metal nib, there were four different beads of glass affixed in a row.

"Did you upgrade your pen?" Riccardo said.

Matteo smiled. They didn’t know because he hadn’t spoken to his artifact like they needed to. "Yep, I think these little beads mean I can store spell runes."

With a quick flourish, Matteo traced out the rune for a waterjet. Once he finished tracing it, the blue glow on the tip of the pen migrated to one of the glass beads on the nib. He traced another one right afterwards, and a second glass bead started glowing blue.

Matteo pointed the pen to the exit of the cave and sent out two waterjets, one right after another. He laughed and pumped his fist. This would drastically change how he used his pen.

"Let’s move it along, waterboy. I still haven’t gotten my level up yet," Chiara said.

Reluctantly, Matteo stored the pen away and went back to their pile of artifacts. The next one was another blue magic artifact. He handed over the toy whale of happiness. Despite being the same color magic, the artifact didn’t do anything for her. A dud. Even when you knew the color, level ups weren’t guaranteed.

Matteo shrugged and continued inspecting the artifacts. The next one was a tiny bottle of ink, which had his hopes up, but it was sadly red magic. That only left three artifacts.

	Butterknife of Speed (Yellow Magic 5)

	You are not compatible with this artifact. Absorption will destroy it. Absorb anyway?

	Yes
	No

		


"Butterknife of speed," Matteo said, reaching the knife towards Ilaria. He waited until Chiara was frowning before he continued, "Yellow magic five."

Chiara snatched it up triumphantly. "Yes! My little babies will be faster now," she said as it turned into motes of mana and was absorbed.

"It doesn’t always work that way," Ilaria said.

Chiara ignored her and spoke to her artifact. "Honey drizzler." Once the flash of magic passed, she lifted her hands.

"Outside, outside!" Matteo yelled. She had better control of the terror wasps than Riccardo did, but there was no reason to tempt fate.

She slid outside and started summoning wasps right away. The squad couldn’t see what was happening out there due to the boulder blocking the entrance. Chiara’s maniacal laughter gave them a clue.

Matteo smiled and picked up the next one. Useless. None of them had orange magic, and he didn’t think anyone would want a skeleton key of trash. What would that one do, anyway?

The next artifact surprised him by absorbing. That was his second one today. He normally wouldn’t expect to get to level two until half a year from now. He patted his metal arm affectionately. The interface designed for artificial life forms was paying dividends right away.

	Botchi Ball of Wood (Green Magic 4)

	Artifact absorbed. Choose one to level up.

	Pen
	Body

		


This time, Matteo chose to level up his body. Just like last time, the interface let him choose where to upgrade.

	Choose two aspects to upgrade

	Green Aptitude : 30% >>> 34%

	Strength : 9 >>>10

	Agility : 11 >>> 12

	Senses : 12 ---

	Constitution : 11 >>> 13



It was interesting that the upgrade options were uneven. He couldn’t upgrade his senses with this artifact, but he could raise his constitution by two. While he wanted to raise his strength and constitution, he decided against it, though. He needed to know what the effect of a higher aptitude would be, so he selected aptitude and constitution.

As the flash of light passed, his skin tightened, then released. He pinched himself, trying to see if he really was tougher. To his surprise, he could tell that he was tougher. His skin was just as soft, but he had to pinch harder than normal to hurt himself.

He took out his pen and traced out another pair of waterjets. He walked out of the cave and shot at a terror wasp heading his way. The first one missed, the second hit. Nice. But his magic felt the same. He shrugged. He couldn’t tell what the four percent change in aptitude did.

"Ok, last one, give me some good news, buddy," Riccardo said and handed him an empty dagger sheath.

Matteo tsked and handed it back. He said, "Orange magic. It’s called a sheath of poison. Probably worth a lot, but none of us can use it."

Ilaria joined them outside the cave and watched the glowing terror wasps zoom around the rockscape. She nodded to Matteo and said, "The one thing I didn’t think to bring along is a pen and paper. You will have to give us the description of everything again when we get back home."

"Come on, Chiara. The sun just set. You need to get rid of the little buggers or they will draw in monsters." Riccardo said.

"We cleared the area this morning, remember? No monsters to attract," Chiara said. Despite her words, she dispelled the terror wasps. "I am hungry, though. Dimitris! You got dinner cooking?"

The squad filed back inside the cave. Dimitris hadn’t started cooking yet, but the five of them worked together to quickly make a meal of pasta and tomato sauce. After dinner, Matteo assigned the watch, Chiara first, then Dimitris, finally himself. He thought about doubling up on the watch, but decided against it. With five members, it would mean too much lost sleep. It would be safer to have everyone well rested on a regular basis.

Chiara walked over to the entrance as Dimitris and Riccardo headed back. Ilaria gestured for Matteo to stay.

"You have been a great leader," Ilaria softly said.

Matteo nodded. "But now you are ready to take on squad leader again? I fully support you."

She looked pained. "No. Just the opposite. When you took over, I felt relieved for the first time in months. I never wanted to be squad leader. I was just assigned the position because I was the only one on the squad without a record. I have been trying to live up to their expectations, and it was tearing me up. Losing Edoardo wasn’t... I didn’t... What I am trying to ask is can you stay the squad leader? I just can’t force myself to be in charge. Not anymore."

Matteo gave her a brief hug and said, "It’s fine. I can take over until we get home. We will all be assigned into new squads then, anyway."

Relief blossomed on her face, and she hugged him back. Then she realized what she was doing and let go. She awkwardly stepped back and hurried to the back of the cave.

When Dimitris woke Matteo up for the third watch, he showed him where the best place to stand was. The field of vision from inside the cave was too small, so they had to stand watch right above the mouth of the cave. Matteo climbed up there and quietly thanked him.

Dimitris didn’t go to bed, though. He stood watch with Matteo for ten minutes before he softly said, "I miss him too, you know?"

"What’s that?" Matteo whispered.

"Edoardo," Dimitris said. "I miss Edoardo. The kid was the heart of the squad. I mean, yeah, he was an idiot that got himself killed, but I liked him. He was my favorite."

"Don't tell Ilaria that. She’s still pissed about what you said right after he died. She feels responsible for his death," Matteo said.

"Edoardo shouldn’t have been out here. They lumped him in with us, but he wasn’t a bad kid. They set us out here alone because we are criminals. It’s their version of population control. I feel... I feel responsible," Dimitris said.

Matteo didn’t respond. He didn’t exactly agree, but he couldn’t refute him. Another few minutes passed in silence.

"It should have been me," Dimitris said and then walked back into the cave.

Matteo narrowed his eyes. He didn’t know what to make of that. Eventually, he shook his head and focused on keeping watch. He slowly paced back and forth, not willing to sit down. He didn’t feel tired at the moment, but he couldn't forget about Edoardo’s fate. He remained vigilant, keeping an eye out for moving rocks.

It was very boring.

At least the scenery was nice. The rocky area they had holed up in was on one end of a beautiful valley. The forest below and the mountains to the sides were wondrous, even at night. The starry sky above was beautiful in a way that he wasn’t used to seeing. In Tartaruga town, when you looked up at night, you saw pinpricks of light in the sky. Out here he could see that those stars were floating in colored rivers of light. Blue rivers flowed past pink ones before they intersected with green ones. It was strangely compelling.

Just as the sky was beginning to lighten, and the last of the stars faded, Matteo leaned back against a boulder and got comfortable to watch the slow sunrise over the valley. He was wide awake, hoping for a beautiful morning. The moment was spoiled when he saw a series of green blobs arcing through the air.


Chapter 28: Big Green Blobs

The green blobs were arcing through the air in the valley below him. It was near the spot they had been dropped off. The blobs seemed familiar, but Matteo couldn’t think of a monster that did that. He squinted, wishing that he had put points into his senses. Then he remembered a rune that he rarely used.

He dug out the ears rune and quickly traced it. As soon as he activated the rune, he was assaulted by the sounds of the wilds around him. The wind blew the sand around like waves of the ocean. The heartbeats of his sleeping squad mates were like drums. The leaves of the forest below rattled. There were dozens of monster cries, some hunting, some dying.

Out past all of that, he heard something he recognized. It was a blurp followed by a sizzle. The green blobs were the effect of a Warden’s artifact. He didn’t know the guy’s name, but he remembered fighting alongside him when they killed monsters on Tartaruga’s head.

As soon as he recognized the sound, it stopped. The Warden must be done with whatever he was doing. Matteo thought about it. The only reason they could be out here was for the Pend Squad.

He wanted to get his squad up right then, but no matter what, he knew they couldn’t do anything about it right now. Not with the nocturnal monsters he knew were out there right now. He anxiously paced back and forth until the sun crested the mountain. He woke everyone up once it was bright enough.

"Damn, boy. What’s this all about? The sun isn’t even all the way up yet," Dimitris said, rubbing his eyes.

"I saw something an hour ago. We need to decide what to do about it. In the middle of the valley, about where we were dropped off, green blobs of acid were arcing through the air. I have seen them before. They come from a Tartaruga Warden’s artifact," Matteo said.

Chiara said, "They are checking in on us already? Why would they do that?"

"Maybe the turtle’s path changed? They didn’t find us there and wanted to signal us to come back to that campsite so they could take us back home?" Ilaria said.

"That’s one possibility," Matteo said calmly.

"Yeah, either that or they noticed our tents were empty and wanted to lure us in for a trap," Dimitris said. “Wardens don’t work with Rangers. They hate ‘em. If there is a Warden out there, he is up to no good.” He sat back down on his bedroll and said, "Hit the waypoint stone, Ilaria. We found the captain’s traitors. Let’s get her here to deal with them."

Ilaria shook her head and said, "You always think the worst of everyone. If this was someone trying to kill us, why would they signal us like that? They would have seen the empty tents and tracked us down. Let’s eat a quick breakfast and get out there. We need to go see why they came here."

"How naïve are you, girl? This is clearly a trap. This is worse than a dozen pumas in a tree. No way I am heading over there," Dimitris said.

Matteo looked at Ilaria and tilted his head slightly. "You have to admit, it is kind of concerning that it’s a Warden out there, not a Ranger. You would think that they would send a Ranger to pick up a squad of recruits, right?"

Ilaria’s face fell. She frowned at him and tapped her fingers on her forearm. She said, "Alright fine. This is why I didn’t want to be the leader."

"We are still investigating, though. No way am I going to be left here because the turtle turned. We will just be careful about it," Matteo said.

The squad packed up, but Dimitris stayed put. He felt strongly about it being a trap. Matteo shook his head and took the artifacts along. If the old man wanted his money from the sale of the artifacts, he would have to come with. Dimitris didn’t bother moving from his bedroll.

As the four of them got to the entrance of the cave, Dimitris said, "There and back shouldn’t take too long. If you aren’t back by late afternoon, I am out of here."

Matteo couldn’t keep a frown off his face. Dimitris was probably right. The only reason he was investigating was the off chance that Ilaria’s optimism was right. It was possible. The entire organization couldn’t be against them; otherwise they never would have gotten hired.

As they walked, Matteo loaded up four instances of the fan rune into the glass beads on the rune scribe pen. It took him a full minute to trace them all out, but he could deploy them all in two seconds. That put him in a better mood. The fans were the perfect invisible defense. Unless the monster had tough skin, it would just slice itself up when it attacked.

A thought occurred to him. Now that all four glass beads were loaded up, could he still trace out a new one? It would be rough to have a waterjet loaded up when he really needed a fireball. With the beads full, he traced out a waterjet and sent it into the sky. Excellent. The stored spells added to his power. They didn’t limit his flexibility.

On the border between the rocky foothills and the forest valley, they ran into a wandering fire salamander. The monster saw them before they saw it, but helpfully screeched as it ran towards them. Chiara sent out a wave of terror wasps as Riccardo changed his armor to be fire resistant. The four of them stopped and faced the monster in a close formation. They held out their shields and Matteo winced as he remembered the last time he fought someone with fire magic. It had hurt. Hopefully, the faster terror wasps would make it a non-issue.

At the last moment, the fire salamander juked to the side and the majority of the swarm flew right on by. Three wasps turned in time to hit the monster, two of them taking out its fiery tail, and the third one wounding its left rear leg. The exploding summons slowed the monster down, but didn’t stop it.

It shrieked in pain and fury, speeding directly for the humans. Matteo shot two fan runes out in front of them, one fifteen feet in front of them and the second ten feet in front of them. The salamander hit the first fan and decapitated itself in a spray of gore. The second fan protected them from the splattered flesh and blood. Only a few drops made it to the squad. Matteo smiled. That had worked perfectly.

The rest of the journey was much less exciting. Chiara was able to take out the two monsters still left in this part of the forest. When they were about half a mile out, Matteo said, "Let’s stop right here for a bit."

"Why?" Chiara said.

"Whoever is out there is a higher level than us. They probably have better senses. They will see and hear us before we do. Unless," Matteo said and got out a laminated rune, "I cheat."

Once the squad was as quiet as they could be, Matteo activated the ears rune. The forest went from serene to deafening. It was much worse than last night. He felt like the entire world was shouting at him. After about twenty seconds, he had it under control and listened for other humans in the area. He heard something. It took a bit, but he isolated a conversation.

"I told you they were dead. Come on, let’s go," a voice said. Matteo thought it belonged to Lieutenant Evangelos.

"I know, I just wanna be sure, you know? We came all this way. Let’s wait until this afternoon," a different voice said.

Huh. Maybe Ilaria was right. If the Rangers wanted to get ahold of them, they would have sent Lieutenant Evangelos.

"You do this every time. Remember last year when I killed..." Evangelos started.

Matteo’s rune wore off just then, and he lost the rest of the sentence. He gestured to his squad to stay silent and traced out the ears rune again.

"... situation. We can’t count on it happening again," the other voice said.

"Look, our job is to make sure they are dead. We don’t have to personally kill them. Let’s be honest for once and tell them the monsters got ‘em," Lieutenant Evangelos said.

"Just because you are lazy doesn’t mean I am. We are waiting until afternoon," the other voice said.

Lieutenant Evangelos harrumphed, and the conversation ended.

Matteo could hear his own heartbeat grow faster and faster before the ears rune ran out. The world seemed muffled and quiet afterwards. He didn’t even hear himself slump to the ground.

"What? What is it?" Ilaria said.

Matteo shook his head, trying to collect himself. He whispered, "Hit the stone. We need the captain here as soon as we can. Let’s get out of here." He pointed away from the two Wardens.

To her credit, Ilaria took out the aquamarine stone and activated it before she whispered back, "What’s going on?"

"There are two Wardens waiting at our campsite. They want to kill us as soon as we show up," Matteo quietly replied.

"Why?" Riccardo said.

"I don’t know. It sounded like they’ve done something like this before. I think the captain is right. There is a conspiracy of some sort," Matteo said. He repeated the conversation as best as he could.

"This is... bad," Ilaria said.

"That’s an understatement," Chiara said.

"Other than the captain, who can we trust? From the way they were talking, they must have been doing this for years. You can’t murder that many people without help from above. This isn’t two people killing recruits, this is an organization," Matteo said.

"I have a better question. If the captain doesn’t show up, how are we going to get home? I bet you scales to dung that they turned Tartaruga. They wouldn’t risk anyone coming to this part of the forest and finding our murdered bodies," Chiara said.

Matteo shook his head. "I bet the turtle was never planning on heading this way. I never saw a planned path in the envoy’s office. I just memorized everything within a week’s travel ahead of the turtle."

"Alright. So, where do we go then?" Chiara said.

"I think we need to hope the captain is already on the way," Matteo said.

The trip back to their cave was quiet. There weren’t any monsters left in this section of the forest, and none of the recruits had anything to say. It was just before lunch when they got back. Dimitris had packed up his bedroll, but hadn’t left yet. Ilaria didn’t admit she was wrong. She just showed him the magic stone the captain had given her. It was softly glowing now that it was activated. Dimitris chuckled darkly.

...

"It’s been two days. She should have been here by now," Chiara said.

"There’s no need to worry. If she couldn’t get help from one of the faster moving Wardens, it will take her longer to get here," Ilaria said.

Dimitris grunted. "No, she should have been here by now. Her chain should be able to send her flying across the forest. I know that, and you know that, too. That’s why Matteo started rationing our food."

Matteo glanced over at their food stash. He had been rationing the food. If no one was coming for them, they would need to stretch their supplies until they could get to a city.

"What we need to do is start talking about where we want to go," Dimitris said and then pointed to the cave wall. Matteo had scratched out a map of the area there, to the best of his memory.

"Are we giving up on the captain already? After two days?" Riccardo said.

Ilaria firmed up her face. "No. We can’t. If she is dead, what hope do the rest of us have? She has to be ok."

Matteo didn’t want to continue on that depressing line of thought. He stepped in and said, "We are going to give her one more day. But if she isn’t here by tomorrow morning, we will leave. She said she could track the waypoint stone, and it’s still glowing. It won’t be giving up on her to head out."

"Why would we wait around another day if she can find us anywhere? Let’s leave now so our food doesn't run out before we get somewhere safe," Dimitris said.

"Because I have plans for today. The cave system near here is almost as good as a founder’s temple. We might as well loot it for all its worth," Matteo said.

"What about the hell pig? You said it would kill us all a few days ago. What changed?"

"I have a plan."


Chapter 29: Trojan Bait

"This is a dumb plan," Dimitris said nervously.

"Shut up, it’s a great plan," Riccardo said.

"You are just saying that because you don’t have to be bait," Dimitris replied.

"Yep," Riccardo said with a grin.

"Don’t worry, Dimitris. Ma’at will provide. With how much bad luck we have gotten over the last few days, it’s only maat that we would have good luck now," Chiara said.

"Cut the chatter. It’s almost here," Matteo said and climbed up a nearby rope. Others followed his example, pulling the rope up after them.

The sound of flesh grinding across rocks announced the arrival of the hell pig. The huge beast ground down the walls of the corridor as it walked into the large cavern.

It was the same cavern they had visited three days ago. Pend Squad had quietly killed the few monsters that had wandered back in. There was a new artifact in the puddle in the middle of the room. It was a nice surprise, but it wasn’t what they were here for. They set up a trap for the hell pig.

In the middle of the room, near the puddles, were the bodies of three monsters the squad had killed on their way in. The ten foot tall monster pig headed straight for the bodies, eating the ringworm, aphid, and ogre. Its huge teeth were perfect for ripping and tearing. The bodies were gone within five minutes.

The monster snuffled around the cavern afterwards. Matteo’s heartbeat was loud in his ears, despite not being magically boosted. Four humans were hidden in the cavern. It would be a disaster if the hell pig found them too soon.

Eventually, the monster was convinced there were no more easy snacks here. It started clomping out of the room, heading back out the same way it came in. The corridor it was heading towards sloped downward to a deeper part of the cave system. They couldn’t afford for it to leave just yet, though.

Dimitris stood in the corridor on the opposite end of the cavern and dropped a rock. It created a loud plink that echoed through the room. It was loud and distinct from where Matteo was hiding half a room away. It wasn’t loud enough for the hell pig though, it just kept walking. The monster’s magic must have all gone to making itself tough and deadly. Its senses were terrible.

Before the beast could leave altogether, Dimitris dropped a louder rock. This one stopped the monster in its tracks. Its ears flicked back and forth, listening carefully. Dimitris made another sound and ducked out of the entryway. The hell pig trotted back into the room, looking around for whatever made that sound.

Matteo held his breath again. It probably wasn’t needed. Ilaria, Chiara, Riccardo and Matteo were each strapped to a stalactite in the ceiling. It was very unlikely that the monster could reach them up here. Still, he wasn’t taking any chances.

The hell pig made another round around the cavern, but didn’t find anything. Dimitris dropped another rock when it was about to leave again. The monster was getting angry now, unable to locate the source of the sound.

That sequence of events repeated itself one more time before the beast caught sight of Dimitris. It snorted in anger, a deep bass sound. In less than ten seconds, the monster crossed the room. It barreled through a pair of stalagmites, shattering them without slowing down. Dimitris turned and ran away, a look of terror on his face. The monster ran into the corridor off the cavern and got stuck.

The hell pig was too big for the eight by eight passageway. Not for long. With single minded determination, the monster bore down and widened the corridor. Stone fractured and shattered around its shoulders and under its hooves.

As soon as the monster was stuck, Chiara and Matteo went on the attack. Chiara flicked her pheromones out towards a hind leg and sent her entire swarm buzzing towards it. Matteo unleashed four stored fireballs aimed at the other back leg.

The explosions sent the hell pig into a fury and it tried to wrest itself out of the stone as fast as it could. Unfortunately for it, pigs were not designed to easily back up. It squealed and thrashed as Chiara and Matteo sent attack after attack its way.

Matteo was on his seventh fireball when it wrested itself free and bounded into the cavern. The attacks had greatly slowed it. It was a testament to the monster’s physique that it was able to walk at all. One fireball was usually enough to pulp multiple monsters.

Blood-shot eyes quickly found its attackers. The monster bashed through a stalagmite and jumped towards the stalactite Chiara was hanging from. Its jump only lifted it a few feet off the ground, its back legs giving out on it.

For the first time, the hell pig seemed to realize it was injured. Its rear legs were unresponsive, and it bled from half a dozen wounds. It squealed in pain and used its front two legs to drag itself forward. It was fleeing the fight. Matteo and Chiara didn’t let up, now attacking its exposed face.

The further into the cavern it went, the slower it dragged itself. Slower. Slower. It stopped just past the middle of the room and let out a pained grunt, and fully collapsed. Matteo and Chiara gave it a few more attacks, just to be sure.

"Hold your fire," Ilaria said. She dropped from the stalactite near the exit. She had been their backup in case the monster was healthy enough to try to leave. She carefully approached the monster and sent her full electric charge into its body. Smoke wafted from its body, along with the smell of burnt hair. The monster was dead.

Matteo laughed and said, "I told you the poison would work." They had killed a poison nematode and stuffed the monster corpses with it. The poison took longer to kill the monster than expected, but it worked.

"Don’t forget about us," Chiara said. She dropped into the waiting arms of Riccardo. He carefully set her down.

"You are right. It was a team effort," Matteo acknowledged.

"Come on, Dimitris, time to check out the loot!" Riccardo yelled.

There was a long, pregnant pause, and then they heard a voice come from the corridor. "That was the last time you hear me? I am not playing bait anymore. It’s too rough on my heart."

"Just you wait. We got something awesome down there. I can feel it in my bones," Riccardo said.

The squad waited for Matteo to reload his pen and Chiara to rebuild her hive. Once they were ready, they headed down the dark corridor. They walked for a few minutes, following the twisting path carved into the rock. This was why they didn’t just poison the pig and let it leave. There was a good chance it would have died in the corridor and blocked the passageway completely.

The high from the battle carried them down a few hundred feet. They passed a few empty chambers until they arrived at another large cavern. They instantly hushed and crept into the room. There was something on the far wall, dimly lit by glowing moss. It was an enormous tick. It was eleven feet tall and twenty wide. Its legs hadn’t grown with its body, and they hung useless in the air.

As they snuck closer, they saw the tick was already dead. Maybe it had starved to death after getting too big to move. Riccardo walked closer to it, but Matteo stopped him.

"Don’t touch it. There has to be a reason the hell pig didn’t eat it," Matteo said.

Riccardo nodded, and they backed away from the dead monster. As a squad, they scoured the room. If huge monsters were congregating here, there were certainly artifacts lying about. They just had to find them.

Riccardo and Dimitris wandered aimlessly while Ilaria methodically searched the room. Matteo joined her. Chiara had a single wasp out and was trying to tell it to search for artifacts. It wasn’t working. Her summons weren’t smart enough to understand anything besides attack.

"Guys, over here!" Dimitris said.

He was standing on the edge of the room, near a pile of artifacts. They were pushed up against the side of the cave wall, right next to a fur coat. It looked like it had been slept on. This must be where the hell pig slept.

Ilaria stuffed the coat in her bag."I can’t wait to find out what all these artifacts do."

"Shouldn’t we keep going? We need all the levels we can get, right?" Riccardo said.

Matteo shook his head. "Yes, but no. The next corridor heads down. There are probably stronger monsters down there. We were just barely able to kill the hell pig. No way we want to tangle with anything stronger."

The thought of stronger monsters lent speed to their actions. They loaded up the artifacts and hustled out of there. They jogged as they left the cavern. Less than a half hour later, they were on the surface again.

They hiked over to their campsite and slid inside. The cave was dark and smelled of body odor, but it was safe. They relaxed and everyone started piling up artifacts in front of Matteo.

Matteo was particularly interested in the coat, so he started with that.

	Fur Coat of Edges ( Black Magic 14)

	You are not compatible with this artifact. Absorption will destroy it. Absorb anyway?

	Yes
	No

		


He relayed the description. Dimitris picked it up and put it on.

"I thought you only wanted the best artifact," Matteo said.

"I have a theory about those numbers in the description," Dimitris said. "I think the higher the number, the more powerful it is. I want to at least try this one out."

Chiara shrugged. "Makes sense. We did find it in the den of a tier two monster."

They watched for a bit as Dimitris tried to figure the magic out. He was having problems with it. He tried various command words, but nothing was working.

While he messed with that, Matteo moved on to the next few artifacts. The orange shovel of elementalism was probably fantastic, but sadly, no one had that aptitude. The purple magic Rattling Toy sounded like it was fit for a baby. Dimitris stopped his testing to say that one would probably be worth the most of their haul. Purple magic artifacts were rare enough that bonded wielders paid a lot for them. The red magic Soap of Acid was also a contender for most expensive. Red magic was common, but that one sounded useful in a fight against monsters.

Finally, he came across something useful. He set down the short length of thick rope and said, "Hey Riccardo. It’s your turn for an artifact, right? Got a yellow magic artifact for you. Sailor’s rope of control."

Chiara groaned as Riccardo reached for it. He hesitated and then said to her, "Actually, we gotta figure that out. Both of us are gonna want the same shit. Some will be better for me, others for you. How do you wanna figure it out?"

"That’s a good point," Chiara said and tapped a finger on her chin. "How about we identify everything first, then we decide who should get what? If one of us ends up with more this time, they get first dibs next time. We want to be fair, but we gotta survive first. We want everyone to be as powerful as possible."

Riccardo nodded and Matteo went back to identifying artifacts. To his surprise, the next three artifacts were green magic.

	Tuning Fork of Serenity (Green Magic 18)

	Artifact absorbed. Choose one to level up.

	Pen
	Body

		


He guessed that artifact would be great for his senses, so he choose body.

	Choose one aspect to upgrade

	Green Aptitude : 34% >>> 50%

	Strength : 9 ---

	Agility : 11 >>> 12

	Senses : 12 >>> 14

	Constitution : 11 ---



Matteo frowned. He could only upgrade one aspect. Maybe the number in the description wasn’t describing how powerful it was. Either way, he had to make a decision, either improve his senses or improve his aptitude. Agility was an option, but that would be a waste.

The aptitude option seemed like it would be the best. It was the highest increase. The problem was, he didn’t know exactly what more aptitude would do for him. The last time he upgraded it, he didn’t notice a difference at all. He didn’t want to use this artifact only to see no effect.

He wavered for a moment before choosing aptitude, anyway. It was a stat for a reason; he had to see an effect after such a big jump in the number. After he absorbed the artifact, he wanted to test out his magic right away. The rest of the squad would throw a fit if he didn’t identify the rest of the haul now, though.

The next artifact was a glass of holding; green magic three. He tried to use it on his body, but it was a dud. The wisps just disappeared without giving him an option to upgrade anything. It was a low magic number, so the theory about magic power was back.

Matteo giggled when he picked up the next artifact. It kind of looked like something the shopkeeper kept in the back and only brought out for adults.

	Resin Rod of Association (Green Magic 12)

	Artifact absorbed. Choose one to level up.

	Pen
	Body

		


This wasn’t a hard choice. Matteo knew that resins were used in ink, and the dark color of the rod confirmed his memory. He selected pen with a smile.


Chapter 30: The One That Walks Away

Matteo’s hair tingled. He was so excited about the choices he had to upgrade his artifact. This was the best upgrade yet.

	Choose two facets to upgrade

	Affinity : 58% >>> 66%

	Magic Energy : 10 >>>20

	Flexibility : Low >>> Beginner

	Activation : Stored Runes ---

	Mana Pool : 25 >>> 40



Too bad he couldn’t upgrade everything. He wanted it all. The mana pool upgrade would be fantastic. He ran out of mana during long fights. He knew that the magic energy upgrade would make his attacks more powerful, and they were already great. The flexibility upgrade was fascinating. He wondered what options that would open up.

He wanted an upgrade to his affinity, but since it was only eight points, he was fine with passing up that option for now. That left three choices, and he wanted them all. There were three permutations for the choice, but only two viable ones. Higher magic energy would probably require more mana. If he upgraded his energy, he would have to upgrade his pool too.

So, that left one choice. More powerful runes, or more flexible runes. He thought about the last few fights the squad had. Would more power have been useful, or more flexibility? He sent several fireballs at the hell pig and only wounded it. If that monster came across them when they weren’t ready, they would have all died.

On the other hand, he didn’t need more power in most of his other fights. He needed more flexibility, more tools in his arsenal. He only had three attacks now, and he bet that beginner flexibility would add options for him to tweak the attacks to be more useful in other situations. Like changing the size of the fan or fireball, so they would be useful in a variety of situations.

He knew the squad was waiting on him. There were still six more artifacts for him to identify. He couldn’t think about it forever. He took a deep breath and took the plunge. He chose to upgrade his magical energy and pool. Magical energy washed over him, seeping into his body. He felt like his heart was growing. That must be his mana core expanding.

In the end, it was about survivability. They needed to survive and get back home. The squad could handle normal threats. He needed to be able to take on the stronger monsters, too. He reached for the next artifact, but Dimitris interrupted him.

"I figured it out!" Dimitris said. He fluffed the fur coat he was wearing. He walked over to the entrance to the cave and disappeared.

"It’s an invisibility coat!?" Chiara yelled.

"Even better!" Dimitris said as he reappeared. "It’s a dimensional coat. If I walk up to a big enough edge, I can turn the corner into a new dimension. Invisible people are still vulnerable, but you can’t touch people in a different dimension."

"That’s wonderful," Ilaria said.

"Can you take anyone with you?" Chiara said and held out her hand.

"Let’s find out," Dimitris said and grabbed her hand. He walked over to the doorway and turned the corner. Chiara was pulled along until she hit the boulder. She stayed solid as he faded into another dimension.

Dimitris came back out."That’s too bad. I guess it isn’t much better than an invisibility cloak. It only works when there are edges around. It would be useless in the plains. At least I can come out of a different edge than I went in."

"It would be very useful in a city. We need to make sure to get plenty of gold staters when we sell it," Matteo said.

"Get back to work, Matteo. It isn’t maat that you haven’t found a blue artifact yet," Ilaria said with a smile.

Matteo returned the smile and inspected the next few artifacts. A red magic fork of choosing got tossed into the sell pile. The next artifact made him laugh.

"Ilaria, I think the goddess heard you," Matteo said and handed it over. "Compass of wind, blue magic thirteen."

Ilaria bowed to him. "Thank you, deacon of Ma’at. I will use it well." She absorbed the artifact and said, "Mask."

Once the mana wisps cleared, she took a step forward and swayed. She stumbled a bit before she found her feet. "Whoa. I can feel something new now. Like a sixth sense. I know where my electricity is most likely to..."

She trailed off, walking out of the cave. When she was five feet away from a bush, she pointed at it. A flash of electricity arced through the air. The leaves closest to her caught on fire. She started laughing maniacally.

Matteo nodded. He knew that feeling. He couldn't wait to test out his own level up. He sped through the last four artifacts. Two purples, a yarn ball of capture, and a vase of reflection got thrown on the pile. An orange magic whistle of Ccuisine got added to the pile. Then it was down to one. Matteo picked it up and then tossed it to sit near the rope from earlier.

"That’s a yellow magic cookie jar of characterization. You guys can choose who gets what," Matteo said to Chiara and Riccardo. He didn’t stick around to see what they decided on.

As soon as he was outside, he was tracing a fireball. He pointed it at a distant rock outcropping. The resulting fireball was about the same size as before. It flew through the air a bit faster. When it hit the rock, the explosion sent up a small cloud. The dust cleared to reveal a shattered and decimated rock.

"Awesome," Matteo said and traced out a waterjet. He pointed it at a rock ten feet away. The jet of water hit the rock and knocked it into the air, twenty feet further. It didn’t destroy the rock, but the waterjet clearly had a lot more oomph behind it now.

He shuddered to think about what would happen if he traced out the ears rune. Instead, he traced out a fan rune. This time, the wind started to actually blow, instead of just a gentle breeze. Which was kind of unfortunate. Now the fan rune wouldn’t be as effective as an invisible trap. He bet the blades were more sturdy now, though. He looked around for a rock to throw at it when Riccardo walked up.

"Strength and senses," Riccardo said.

"What... Oh, that’s what you got with the level up? That’s good. It will help you handle changing the mass of your armor," Matteo said.

"Yeah, I guess. Not very exciting, though," Riccardo said. "What did you get?"

"More power," Matteo said and demonstrated with a waterjet.

"That’s it? I thought you leveled up twice," Riccardo said.

"Huh. That’s a good point. My aptitude is higher. I should be able to control it better. Maybe I can..." Matteo trailed off as he thought about it.

Chiara ran in front of them, her wasps circling her. They watched as the wasps made bigger and smaller circles. She spun off two of them and had them circle each other. She pumped her fist. Apparently, it was just what she wanted.

Matteo shook his head and refocused. If his aptitude was higher, that should mean he could get more out of his artifact. What would that entail? He started experimenting.

He used the waterjet as his test rune. It was visible and not too destructive. He tried to make it bigger or smaller. It didn’t work. Next, he tested changing the shape. Nope. His next idea was to see if he could send them out faster. That test was inconclusive. He was getting a little faster at them, but he wasn’t sure if that was just the result of practice.

He discovered the effect of aptitude by accident. His test tree was shredded by all the waterjets he had been sending out. So he switched to a new tree. He hadn’t seen that Chiara was sending a pair of wasps around that tree. He winced and wished that the jet would miss. To his surprise, the waterjet curved.

A shiver ran through him. It curved. He wouldn't be locked in to straight line attacks anymore. He could still hit enemies that dodged now. Maybe even send fireballs around corners. This was a game changer.

He immediately started testing the limits. The waterjets didn’t last long enough to curve much, only five feet. The fireballs could curve more, dozens of feet over a hundred yards. They couldn't go around corners, but he could do ballistic bombardment now. The biggest surprise came when he found he could adjust the position of the fan rune after he placed it. It moved slowly, but he could move it back and forth, tilting and rotating it. There were so many things he could do with that flexibility. He couldn’t wait to try it out in combat.

It was late afternoon by the time everyone finished testing out their level ups. Matteo noticed that Dimitris hadn’t taken off the coat yet. Maybe he was considering switching to the new artifact.

"The captain still isn’t here, so we have to assume something has happened to her or the waypoint stone. We are on our own. Let’s discuss where we are going to go," Matteo said and gestured towards the cave wall.

He had scratched a map of the surrounding area into the wall the first day. He didn’t want to forget it and they didn’t have any paper. He was actually quite proud of how detailed he got it by scratching the rock with his artifact pen.

"I think I know where the turtle is really going," Ilaria said and pointed to the west. "I think the director was always planning on avoiding this valley and swinging around the mountain range before heading north again. If we are fast, we can meet up with them by heading straight this way."

She drew her finger in a line northwest. It went over the foothills and avoided most of the mountain range.

"That only works if Tartaruga was heading west. They could have gone east. The mountain pass that way is big enough for the turtle. I know it’s longer, but maybe there’s a founder's temple or crystallium vein we don’t know about over there," Dimitris said.

"Yes, it’s a small risk that we would be going in the wrong direction, but it’s risky to be out in the wilds at our low level. Any high tier monster coming along could easily kill us all," Ilaria said.

"I don’t like risking our lives on a guess. Is there another option? What about heading straight north? Just up and over the mountains so we can see where the turtle is," Chiara said.

"Didn’t the lieutenant say there were tier three monsters in the mountains?" Riccardo said.

Matteo said, "Yeah, he did. But we can’t trust anything he said. Maybe he was lying to keep us in the valley, so it would be easier to kill us."

Riccardo shrugged.

"I don’t know why you all are trying to get home in the first place," Dimitris said. "We know they are trying to kill us. Even if you can get home, who do you tell about the conspiracy? The captain is probably dead. Why bother going back there at all?"

"We have to go back. We need to warn them. Everyone is in danger. Don’t you care about your friends and family at all?" Ilaria said.

"My sister disowned me when I got arrested, and I can get new friends," Dimitris said. "I get that you guys want to chase the turtle, like some sort of abusive relationship. Just drop me off at some mining town along the way. There is this one to the east, or that one to the south, whatever."

Ilaria seemed hurt that he wanted to abandon the squad. Matteo jumped in and pointed to a spot just past the mountains to the northeast.

"I say we visit the city on the bear. It’s sleeping right there," Matteo said.

"Those bastards? They had the bear attack us five years back. Why do you want to visit scum like that?" Riccardo said.

Chiara nodded. "I think they hate us, too. It wouldn’t be safe."

"They don’t care about us. Little towns like ours are nothing to cities like that. I think we should visit them because they are the closest city. They will have access to the seashell network and we can message Tartaruga Town and arrange a meetup. Dimitris can stay there if he wants. It’s the safest option," Matteo said.

Dimitris nodded. Riccardo scrunched up his face. He didn’t want to argue with his friend, but wasn’t sure about this. Chiara just shrugged. Ilaria tapped her fingers on her forearm and stared at the map.

"Do we even know if Tartaruga is on the seashell network? I haven’t heard of it before," Ilaria said.

"Yeah, the envoy has it. I saw it myself," Matteo said.

"I betcha it’s cold up there. What are we going to do about that?" Riccardo said.

"Dimitris already has a coat. We can turn our bedrolls into coats and leggings. It will make sleeping uncomfortable, but it’s better than the alternative," Ilaria said.

"Yep, that’s the new plan. Let’s get to work, people," Matteo said.

Ilaria unrolled her bedroll and started cutting. She had brought along a sewing kit. Matteo sat down next to her and helped. It turned out both of them had experience with sewing. Before nightfall, they had three bedrolls turned into long coats. It didn’t look good, but it would be warm.

Chiara and Dimitris decided not to transform their bedrolls. Dimitris because he said the coat would be enough. Chiara just cut a small hole in the bottom of the bedroll and stuck her head through. It would limit her mobility, but she didn’t fight on the front lines, anyway. She just needed to stick her honey drizzler through a small hole in the side and she was combat ready.

They went to bed early. They would be getting up early in the morning and pushing themselves hard. Now that they had decided on a plan of action, it was a race to get there. Any significant delay would mean they would miss the turtle as it rounded the mountain range.


Chapter 31: Path to the Bear

"Monsters!" Chiara screamed. "Wake up!"

Matteo didn’t need the warning. He had already woken up when her first terror wasp exploded. Her recent level up made the wasps perfect for standing watch. She had set the entire swarm in a few large circles around the campsite. The glow from the summons illuminated the attackers. Frost spiders.

Riccardo groggily stood up while Matteo threw a stored rune. A fan appeared in front of Chiara just in time to catch a cloud of frost. The fan rebuffed the cold magic, sending most of it back to the spiders. Some of the magic still hit the invisible fan. Spreading ice revealed the spinning blades. Moments later, the fan shattered from the cold.

"Back up, back up!" Matteo shouted.

They were near the top of the mountain range. They had set up camp on one of the rare flat areas. Ahead of them were five spiders, behind them was the campfire and a stone grotto. Ilaria had been about to jump forward to attack, but listened to Matteo. She helped Chiara back up to the grotto.

Chiara didn’t look back, she was focused on attacking. There had been six spiders, one was already dead from the wasps explosions. The frost spiders spit out a cloud of ice whenever they saw a wasp get too close. She used her new ability to turn the wasps out of the way. They weren’t smart enough to avoid the clouds of ice, so she had to do everything manually.

Once everyone was close enough, Matteo threw up the remaining three stored runes. Three fans started blowing out, focused on the encroaching spiders. Ilaria kicked up a bit of dust and saw a gap in where he had placed the fans. She stationed herself there, charging up an electric field to zap any monster that got too close.

Matteo started tracing and storing fireballs. Chiara kept the spiders busy while he worked. One spider broke free and leapt fifteen feet forward to attack Ilaria. She killed it with a single zap, but not before she got hit by a frost wave. Riccardo pulled her out of the worst of it, getting hit by her electricity as he did so. The pair of them fell to the ground.

With a growl, Matteo jumped into the gap he had left and sent out three fireballs in two seconds. He focused on curving them so all three fireballs hit the group of spiders. The four of them were obliterated. Matteo stepped back, letting the invisible fans protect the group from the fiery backwash.

Dimitris appeared out of nowhere. He had been hiding in the edge of the cave using his coat. He walked over to Ilaria and knelt down next to her softly crying form. He seemed hesitant to touch her. Her hands and face were severely frost burned. She kept rocking back and forth.

Matteo glanced at her and dashed over to his pack. He got out the healing potion from the bottom of the bag. He pushed Dimitris out of the way and said, "Ilaria, stop moving. I am going to pour healing potion in your mouth. All you have to do is swallow."

"No," Ilaria mumbled. Her lips weren’t moving. She slurred, "We onlee got da on."

Matteo tilted her head up and said, "Ilaria! I am pouring this potion out now. It goes in your mouth or on the ground. Either way, it is gone."

Reluctantly, she opened her mouth and Matteo slowly poured the potion into her mouth. He also put a few drops on her face and hands. Three quarters of the potion was gone by the time she was fully healed.

She sat up and rested her elbows on her knees as she calmed down and caught her breath. "You shouldn’t have wasted our only potion on me. I probably would have been fine after I warmed up. Maybe a little scarring, but I would have survived."

"No, missy. The boy was right. You got hit hard. It was only a matter of time before necrosis set in and you lost your face and hands," Dimitris said. "That’s a bad way to die. Trust me, I have seen it happen."

"Fine," Ilaria said angrily. "Thank you for saving my life, Matteo. Riccardo, you ok?"

Riccardo groaned and said, "Yeah, I am fine. Your power packs a punch, but I am going to be ok."

"None of us are going to get back to sleep. Let's build up the fire and warm up while we wait for dawn," Matteo said.

Matteo turned to see that their fire had gone out. Either his fans or the frost spiders had put it out. He grabbed one of the still burning spider legs and relit their fire. There wasn’t much wood available, so he piled on a few of the spider corpses to keep the fire going.

Everyone huddled around the fire. It was a cold night, despite it being early summer.

"Why didn’t you help?" Chiara said, glowering at Dimitris.

Dimitris gave her a dismissive look. "How exactly did you think I was going to help? Run straight at them and get killed? I didn’t have my impact artifact attuned. I stepped out of the way, and that was the most help I could give at the time."

Matteo was suddenly reminded of a fact he had heard once. Echidna cultists didn’t bond with artifacts. They didn’t believe in bonding to something Ma’at had created. It made him wonder about Dimitris. Was the jerk actually a cultist? Is that why he always ran away from big fights? He was hoping they would die?

Riccardo started to speak up, but Ilaria cut him off and said, "Thank you, Chiara, for keeping a good watch. Six frost spiders was a serious threat, and we all survived. Thank you to Riccardo and Matteo for saving my life. I can’t wait to get off this shitty mountain and back where it’s warm."

Matteo wanted to argue more, but he figured she was right. The priority was to get off the mountain. He had everyone pack up and start hiking. Might as well, since everyone was awake. The sun wasn’t up yet, but Chiara lit the way with her glowing summons.

They crested the mountain a few hours after sunrise. It would have been a great spot to survey the landscape for the bear and turtle. The weather made that impossible. Thick clouds surrounded the mountaintop. They had to hike down another few hours before they had an unobstructed view of the valley below.

The bear, Cantábrico if Matteo remembered its name correctly, lay sleeping in the center of the valley below. If they pushed themselves, they might get there by the end of the day. The valley was green and verdant, and, most importantly, warm. Pend Squad picked up the pace.

Tartaruga was nowhere in sight, not to the west or east. Matteo felt his heart start to constrict. It’s possible that the turtle hadn’t rounded the mountains yet. Possible. But what if he had picked the wrong direction? What if their home had headed south instead of north? No one mentioned it. It was as if saying it out loud would make it real.

They made good time down the mountain, only stopping for meals and the occasional monster. This side of the mountain had far fewer monsters than the other side. The bear exterminators probably ranged out wide while their kaiju slept. The bear would probably be sleeping for a month or two. The exterminators had nothing else to do but clear out the countryside.

An hour before sunset, they saw something concerning. The bear kaiju had a large wound on its foreleg. It was slowly dripping blood. A fight between kaiju cities would be major news, and any wild kaiju would likely be too small to cut through the bear’s tough skin. Something unexpected must have happened.

Just before the sun touched the horizon, they arrived at the bear. A trio of wardens walked out to meet them in the middle of the clearing surrounding the kaiju.

"State your names and business," the lead Warden said.

Matteo stepped forward. "I am Matteo and we are a Ranger squad for Tartaruga town. We got separated from our city and would like to contact them via seashell to arrange a meeting location." They had agreed to tell the truth about why they were there.

The Warden frowned. "How did you get separated from your city?"

"It’s a long story. We have been in the wilds for far too long and wish to sleep here and leave as soon as we contact our envoy. May we enter?" Matteo said.

He looked them up and down and said, "Wait here. We don’t have a lot of foreign exterminators visit. I need to check with my lieutenant." He left the other two Wardens to watch them and headed up the kaiju.

Now that they were up close, Matteo examined Cantábrico. The bear was enormous, perhaps three times as big as Tartaruga. It was a brown bear, old and grizzled. There were multiple places where scars had healed badly. The hair had a strong luster though, so he guessed the kaiju was still healthy.

Their housing was very different from what he was used to. The bear’s fur was woven into the support structure for the outside of the buildings. Each strand of hair was a few feet thick and tightly woven around the buildings. The openings for doors and windows showed the wooden construction below it. It looked like the majority of it was apartments. Or perhaps that was just the buildings he could see from the ground.

Unlike the long straight roads of the turtle, the bear had twisty windy roads. The roads were only visible from certain angles, the tall fur obscuring them most of the time. Woven construction and hidden roads combined to make the bear look uninhabited from a distance. Matteo wondered if that was intentional. Perhaps they wanted to blend in with nature. Either that or the fur provided them protection in kaiju fights. It looked like Cantábrico got attacked regularly.

After twenty minutes of awkwardly waiting, the Warden returned, carrying a small cage of insects. He said, "You lot can come visit the city, but foreign bonded ain’t allowed to use their artifacts. So you gotta wear these." He held up the cage of insects. "These buggers are baby crystal cimex. Put them on the back of your hands. They will seal your magic away. Don’t take them off or kill them. The mother will know and she will hunt you down and kill you."

Matteo winced. That was harsh. He understood why they wouldn’t want artifact bonded people to wander around town, particularly ones from enemy towns. Still. It would be weird to have an insect decide whether or not he lived.

"And we can just get them taken off when we leave? We don’t plan on staying long," Ilaria said.

The Warden shook his head. "No way of taking them off without killing them. You just gotta kill them after you are outside of the mother’s  influence."

The squad looked at the small insects and shifted uncomfortably. The allure of a bath and a safe place to sleep eventually convinced them to accept. The Warden handed out the bugs. Each one was about three inches around and mostly flat. It looked like a sharp crystal. Matteo noticed that his squad mates winced when they placed the cimex on the back of their hands. He decided to try something else.

He set the bug on the back of his mechanical hand. To his mild surprise, it worked. The little monster latched on to the back of his hand and locked out the magic. The dim glow around his mechanical arm disappeared.

"Alright then, this way. I’m gonna take you to a place you can stay the night. We don’t have any inns where you can rent a room. Well, we used to, but those got turned into houses," the Warden said and led them to a contraption near the belly.

A round cage sat on the ground and the Warden opened a door on the side. Once everyone was inside, he pulled a large switch in the ceiling. It was similar to an elevator, in that it was an enclosed cage and went up. However, this one didn’t just go up, it went sideways too. The wooden cage was dragged over the belly and onto the top of the kaiju.

At the edge of the city were two oxen, turning a wheel that was attached to gears that pulled their wooden cage up. Matteo walked over to them. Animals untouched by the magic of the world were rare. He didn’t get a chance to examine them though. The Warden led the squad into the city and through the winding streets.

The city atop Cantábrico was mostly brown. The streets and buildings were all brown, either wood or fur. Perhaps that was why the residents were dressed so brightly. The crowded street ahead was a riot of colors. Bright reds and vibrant yellows were predominant, but every color of the rainbow was represented in the clothing of the crowd in front of them.

"Colors so bright, it’s giving me a headache," Dimitris mumbled to himself.

Matteo thought it was a bit much, too. He would never want to wear such bright colors on a daily basis. On them, it seemed to fit. The people were loud and boisterous. They yelled not just to sell their wares, but to greet their friends as well. The city streets were thick with people, even though the sun had just set. Lights were regularly placed on the buildings, illuminating the streets below.

"It’s probably not that," the Warden said with a smile. "You lost your magic, means you should be feeling weaker than normal. It’s not these fine people’s fault you are feeling terrible. It’s the cimex on your hand. Besides, today is a day of celebration. Of course, people will wear their best."

Dimitris continued to grumble. Now that he mentioned it, Matteo noticed that his squad members seemed a bit down. Especially Ilaria. He didn’t feel different himself, but he had only put one level up into strengthening his body. Ilaria had done twice that.

"What are you celebrating?" Chiara said.

"A righteous king!" the Warden yelled.

The crowd yelled back, "A righteous king!"

The Warden smiled back at them and said, "It happened last month, but we only get to celebrate today and tomorrow. Ma’at has removed the wicked king and replaced him with King Enzo. I know him, actually. We grew up together on the hind. It couldn’t have happened to a better guy."

"Ma’at replaced your king?" Ilaria said, wincing as the crowd yelled out again.


Chapter 32: Business Dealings

Matteo looked up in interest. They said the goddess had replaced the ruler of Cantábrico. The deacons of Ma’at talked about her balancing influence on the world, but he hadn’t ever expected to see the results of a miracle in person.

"Yes, it was a grand thing. The old king was an embezzler, stealing from the city and giving it to his family. He was bleeding the city dry. Probably working for Thatcham, too. The envoy, commander, and navigator were all his family. They walked around with bear teeth bangles. For shame," the Warden said and led them down a side street.

"Then last month, Ma’at struck them all down. Each brother got sick on the same day. The king and commander died, and the navigator got better because of his artifact."

"What about the envoy?"

The Warden waved the question away. "She must have been righteous. She wasn’t affected." They turned again, and he continued, "Everyone thought they had just got unlucky, but then the cardinal announced a vision. He told us that Ma’at had removed the king herself, and the new king would be chosen with her feather. Two weeks later, there was a ceremony. I was there when the feather dropped from the cardinal’s hand. It looked like it was going to hit the nobles sitting in front, but then, woosh! It flew to the back and landed on Enzo. He wasn’t even sitting down! He had just walked in the back. It was glorious, I tell you."

"That’s it? The old king died, and the wind blew a feather?" Dimitris said.

Ilaria bumped into him hard and said to the Warden, "Ignore him. Some people refuse to believe in the goddess even when she stands before them."

He gave Dimitris a stern look and said, "Saying that kind of thing might be dangerous. Particularly these days. They found an Isfet ritual in the old king’s house. Being a non-believer probably got him killed." The Warden suddenly brightened. "But enough of that. We are here. My cousin lives here, and I know he will be able to feed and house you for the night. I will talk to him and make sure he does not charge you too much. Wait here."

He left them standing on the street while the Warden slipped inside the woven hair. The building in front of them was a three story wooden building. There was a sign out front that said this was the Three Roses Bakery. The building was sitting on top of the bear’s fur, and the walls were covered with tightly woven hair. Matteo realized they must have an artifact or two having to do with creating wood. That would be why even the streets were wooden. Interesting how different artifacts drastically affected the look and feel of the city.

"Come on then, let’s get you inside and cleaned up," the Warden said as he led them inside. "Alvaro, these are the good people I was telling you about. I will leave them in your care."

Alvaro was a large and round man, taller than any of the members of Pend Squad. He wore an apron and wiped off his hands before he spoke. He said, "Well, I guess I am stuck with you. I got two rooms I can get ready. One of the men will have to sleep on the floor. Go up to the bathroom on the third floor, you lot stink. I will get the rooms ready and make you dinner."

Riccardo started for the stairs, but Alvaro put his hand up. "Payment first. Three rings per person."

Matteo knew that was overcharging, even if this was an inn instead of a bakery. He didn’t care. He wanted to be clean and sleep without being woken up by monsters. He pulled out three rings. When Riccardo gave him an apologetic look, he pulled out three more. Once the five of them had paid, they walked up to the third floor.

The women went first, then the men. Matteo hadn’t been fast enough, so he was last to get clean. When it was finally his turn, he happily peeled off his armor and got into the tub. Instead of a water spigot filling the tub, they had a waterfall. It poured down from the ceiling and was recycled at the back of the tub. It was like an indoor river, very effective for getting clean. He was in a good mood when he got out.

Getting home seemed a lot more likely now. They were safe and would ask to use the city’s seashell tomorrow to contact home. The only worry was what they would find when they got there. The fact that someone was trying to kill them was worrying enough. The fact that the captain never came to rescue them was much worse. He just had to hope that she was captured, not killed.

Dinner was an adventure. Alvaro’s family joined them, which put eleven people around a table meant for six. Matteo was glad he wasn’t wearing armor anymore. They were sitting elbow to elbow. Sitting on a small stool wasn’t comfortable either. Matteo didn’t mind. The food was worth it.

The family told them about the food as they ate it. First was pulpo a la gállego. It was boiled octopus bites with potatoes, a newfound favorite for Matteo. The omelet was good too, egg, potato, and onions combined to make something surprisingly tasty. He liked the morcilla until he found out what it was made of. He stuck to the foods he could identify after that. The focaccia was particularly good, as expected from a bakery.

Towards the end of the meal, they brought out bottles of sidra. It was an apple cider, and they were particular about serving it. They held the bottle high in the air and insisted the squad hold their glasses near their knees as they poured. It created a frothy and fun drink. Despite not spilling a drop, when the bottle was almost empty, they poured the rest of it outside. Matteo found himself enjoying their strange customs, as if this were a holiday.

They went to bed shortly after dinner. Alvaro’s family had work early in the morning, and Pend Squad just wanted some sleep. Matteo and Riccardo insisted that they get to sleep in a bed, since Dimitris still had a bedroll. Their own had been cut up to make coats.

The next morning, Chiara was the last to wake up. Once she was downstairs, they discussed their plans.

"If we want to use the city’s seashell, I bet we will need bribe money," Matteo said. "I am going to go sell our artifacts. Who wants to come with me?"

"I’ll go. I have some experience with negotiating," Ilaria said.

"I better come along too. I bet I know more about artifact pricing than all of you put together," Dimitris said.

"I am staying here. I might just go back to bed," Chiara said.

Riccardo glanced at her and said, "I think I will stay here too."

Matteo raised his eyebrow at Riccardo. His friend looked away. Matteo smiled and started packing up the artifacts. They bid the two squad members goodbye and headed towards the city center. Their first stop was a general store to pick up pen and paper. Matteo wrote out a tag for each artifact and they sorted them by magic color.

They headed headward to find an artifact store. Apparently on the bear, the artifacts weren’t only used by the Wardens and Rangers. The city’s nobles liked to buy up artifacts to show off their wealth. They had to enter the nice part of town to find a shop specializing in artifacts.

Eventually, they ended up in a store called Tienda de Artifact. The walls were covered with artifacts, all of them behind glass. The counter at the back of the store had a gold filigree inlay. The shopkeepershopkeeper was an older gentleman with slicked back hair. His clothing was bright orange with blue filigree.

"How may I help you, honored customers?" he said with a shallow bow.

Ilaria stepped forward and said, "We would like to sell some artifacts." She hefted up the bag full of artifacts they had collected. It was a sizeable haul. She took them out one at a time, making sure the tags faced the shopkeeper.

"Already identified, I see. I don’t see an appraiser stamp though," he said.

"We come from a different city. This is just how we do it there," Ilaria said.

"Yes, well. That will lower the price a bit, since I don’t know how trustworthy your appraisers are," he replied.

Ilaria reached forward and pulled the shovel of elementalism back a bit. "We don’t have to sell you anything if you don’t trust us."

The shopkeepershopkeeper calmly put his hands up. "No, no. I am interested in purchasing some of these. I just want to be fully honest with you. There are many factors that go into the offer I can give you."

She pushed the shovel back into place and nodded. The shopkeepershopkeeper got out a scrap of paper and started writing notes. He placed the artifacts in different piles based on value. Matteo noticed that the most expensive pile included the soap of acid, shovel of elementalism, and toy of rattles. Just like they had guessed.

"If you would like me to buy the whole lot from you, I can. Or if you only want to sell me some of it, that is also acceptable," the shopkeepershopkeeper said.

"How much can you give us for the whole lot?" she said with a gesture.

"For everything, I think I can squeeze out forty-eight staters."

Matteo’s eyes bugged out. That was more money than he had ever had in his life. It was probably more money than the huge chunk of crystallium in his arm was worth.

"Try again," Dimitris said with folded arms.

"Pardon?" the shopkeeper said.

"I said try again. This might be a negotiation, but you can’t start that low. Not for artifacts of this quality. Not with your supply problems. You need to start much higher before we can even begin to barter," Dimitris said.

This threw the shopkeepershopkeeper for a moment before he recovered. "The artifacts have varying quality, and what do you know about my supply?"

"I know you don’t have one. Your kaiju has been stuck here for a while, and by the looks of the wound on his arm, you will be stuck here for a while longer. Your Rangers have exhausted the local supply of artifacts already. Give us a much better starting offer, or we walk," Dimitris declared.

The man harrumphed and picked up his paper again. "Sixty-four stater," he said through gritted teeth.

Dimitris shook his head. "You aren’t thinking ahead. What do you think the prices will be a month from now when you are still stuck here? The Rangers might be patient, but you know the nobles won’t. Give us eighty-five stater and you will still make a huge profit a month from now."

He scoffed. "I would be lucky not to lose money at that price. Seventy stater and not a silver more."

Dimitris shook his head. "No, I want to eat well tonight. Seventy-four stater or we walk."

The shopkeeper took a step back and looked at the arrayed artifacts. There were several good artifacts there. "Fine. Just don’t tell anyone how much I gave you." He counted out the gold coins and handed them over to Ilaria.

Before they left the shop, she said, "One more thing. Could you appraise his coat? It’s a black magic coat of edges. The value is coming out of his share."

The man smiled and said, "A coat as fine as that? It would easily sell, particularly if it helps keep you warm in the winter. I would say eight stater, at least."

Ilaria thanked him while Dimitris grumbled. They walked out of the shop and back towards the bakery. Matteo quickly did the math in his head and said, "Seventy-four divided by five is just shy of fifteen each. How about I give you ten stater and call it good? Does that sound fair, Dimitris?"

It meant that he was valuing his coat at six stater instead of eight. Dimitris nodded and accepted the money. The three of them walked back to their rooms and divvied up the rest of the money, sixteen stater each. Matteo made sure to thank Dimitris for his negotiating skills. Then they started talking about heading towards the government buildings to access the seashell.

"Do you think we could meet the king while we are there?" Riccardo said excitedly, "I want to see the man Ma’at chose to rule."

Dimitris grunted. "Probably be safer if we don’t."

"Why not?" Riccardo said.

Dimitris tsked. "I know you are a believer, so I won’t say Ma’at didn’t install King Enzo. But I will say this has all the hallmarks of a church backed coup. It would be safer to stay away."

"Just because you are a miserable man, doesn’t mean miracles don’t happen," Riccardo snapped.

Matteo reached up and put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. "Just because Dimitris is a jerk doesn’t mean he isn’t right. I have never heard of a sickness that will kill you in two days. Poison is much more likely. It’s suspicious that the Wardens didn’t even investigate. The cardinal’s vision was very convenient, especially if he was involved with picking the new king. The Warden said the feather was heading towards some nobility, right? They were probably planning on installing one of their friends. Enzo, arriving late, messed up their plans, though. He opened up the door just in time to create a draft that brought him the feather." Matteo gave him an apologetic look.

"So some nobles killed the king? Doesn’t mean Ma’at didn’t choose the new one. Maybe she made Enzo late and set the whole thing up," Riccardo said.

"You are completely right. Enzo being late was probably the hand of Ma’at. But the people that killed the old king could try again. We need to steer clear and avoid any fighting that might break out," replied Matteo.

"If we can, we should avoid the envoy too," Ilaria added. "She’s the old king’s sister. They might still be trying to kill her."

"Well, who has the seashell? Isn’t it normally the envoy?" Matteo said.

"I don’t know. I hope not. Let’s go find out," Ilaria said.


Chapter 33: Unpleasant Revelations

"If we can’t see the king, I won’t be coming along," Riccardo said.

"I think I will stay here too," Chiara piped up.

This time, Matteo couldn’t keep the smirk off his face. This was their first day of safety, and those two were already finding excuses to be together. He didn’t mind, he just hoped his friend was using protection. Matteo wasn’t sure if they even had the right kind of dried fruit here.

Dimitris decided to go shopping and left right away. He promised to be back at the bakery by dinner time. Matteo and Ilaria walked headward together, mostly in silence. Matteo had decided he really liked her a while back, but he had trouble getting up the nerve to make advances. It made being alone with her awkward.

"You should talk to Chiara and Riccardo about the Ranger’s views of inter-squad fraternization," Ilaria said as they walked.

Matteo shook his head. "Nah. As soon as we graduate, they will be put on different squads. Besides, it’s not like the rules of conduct really matter at this point."

"I... I guess, yeah," Ilaria sighed. "And I don’t want to tell you how to lead the squad. I don’t want that responsibility. I still feel bad about letting Edoardo die and putting us all into this position. I feel like I let everyone down."

Matteo put his left arm around her shoulders and gave her a short squeeze. Then he backed up a bit and said, "It’s ok, this isn’t your fault. It was cruel of them to put us in this situation. They never should have sent us out on our own. Why should someone who hasn’t even graduated yet be in charge of a bunch of idiots? It’s frankly shocking that more of us haven’t died yet."

She snorted at that. "It really is. I don’t know how a bunch of low levels even made it over the mountain with the crappy artifacts they gave us."

"It’s all in the way you use it," Matteo said, and winked.

She laughed, and they continued on. The walk to the government buildings on the head had an unexpected complication. There were guards on the neck assigned to keep the riff-raff out. The gambesons Matteo and Ilaria were wearing weren’t nearly nice enough to pass.

They took a detour and bought respectable clothing. Matteo bought a white shirt, black vest and pants. In a nod to local customs, he added a bright purple sash as a belt. Then he sat on a bench and waited for Ilaria to return from the dress shop. People watching was unexpectedly fun.

Tartaruga town was a small village compared to the bustling Cantábrico city. In addition to the riot of colors everyone wore, the people were varied too. Short people with dark skin, tall people with light skin, heavy people, rail thin people. This part of town wasn't as busy as the other sections of town he had seen before. He also noticed that the kaiju's fur was woven nicer in this part of town. It was like they gave the bear a hairdo that would match the swanky locale.

Matteo didn’t recognize Ilaria when she walked up. She had done her hair in ringlets framing her face. She was wearing an off the shoulder tight black dress with purple and red flowers along the hem and bodice. The only thing marring her look was the insect attached to the back of her hand.

"You look stunning," Matteo said, as he stood up. "Absolutely gorgeous."

She glanced down and smoothed out the dress. "Thanks, I got a dress I might wear at home, too."

"You totally should. It’s not just the dress though, you are very beautiful," Matteo said.

Ilaria laughed and tucked a ringlet behind her ear. "Let’s get going."

Together they walked headward again. The guards at the neck didn’t even give them a second look. Atop the bear’s head stood a castle. It was one of the few buildings in the city not covered in fur. It was a stone castle, mortared boulders making up the huge building. There were four turrets they could see from this angle. It really looked like a castle fit for a king.

They weren’t going in there today, though. They needed to track down the right government building to send a message home. They entered the admin building near the left ear and saw a sign for the royal post office.

"Hello? We would like to send a message using the seashell network. Is this the right place?" Matteo said.

"It is indeed," the attendant said with a cheery voice, "Just a couple of rings and we will have your message delivered right away. Who would you like to contact?"

"We need to report in with Tartaruga Ranger Command," Matteo said with a smile. This was going to be easier than expected. They didn’t have to bribe anyone. Using the network was as easy as sending a letter.

"Hmm, I don’t seem to be able to find them. What did you say the name was again?" the attendant said.

"We would be happy to send a message to anyone atop Tartaruga. I am sure they would pass the message along. Tartaruga town, it’s atop a turtle kaiju," Ilaria said.

The attendant ran through her list again. "Nope. No Tartaruga town on the seashell network. We only have two turtles on the network, Broasca and Kachhua. Do either of those sound right?"

"Not even close," Ilaria said, frustrated.

Matteo said, "Is it possible to talk to someone who isn’t on your list? I know the envoy for Tartaruga town is on the network. I saw his seashell myself."

"No, the list gets updated weekly. If your seashell isn’t on the list, you aren't part of the western alliance network and we can’t talk to you."

Matteo swore softly. He knew he had seen the seashell on the envoy’s desk. Maybe it was just a paperweight and not a communication device. This threw all of their plans into the gutter.

Ilaria said, "Thanks anyway."

They slowly walked out of the building.

"I was so sure the envoy was on the network. I saw the seashell on his desk," Matteo said to her.

"Maybe his seashell stopped working or whatever. It doesn’t matter. We need to come up with a new plan," Ilaria said.

Matteo snapped his fingers. "Let’s talk to the bear envoy. Maybe there is a separate seashell network just for envoys. Even if they don’t have one, they might have a runic map we can use to track down Tartaruga."

Ilaria pointed both index fingers at him. "Yes! Exactly, great plan, oh wise leader. To the envoy!" She slid her arm into his and used the other one to point forward dramatically.

Matteo joined her silliness and pointed as well. "Onward!"

They walked arm in arm to the other ear and entered the envoy’s building there. It was a large wooden building with gold filigree on the doors and throughout the interior. The ceilings were high and vaulted. Majestic paintings covered most walls. If they hadn’t just seen the castle, Matteo would think this was the grandest building he had ever seen.

"May I help you?" a voice said off to their left.

They startled and turned to see a man sitting behind a desk nearby. Now that they were being observed, they awkwardly separated their arms. Matteo said, "We were hoping to connect with our kaiju. Does your envoy have a way to contact ours?"

"No special envoy magic, no. You can send a message with the post office on the other ear, though," the secretary said.

"We already tried that. Seems they are not on the network. We are sure our turtle is in the area. Do you have a runed map we could look at?" Matteo suggested.

"The envoy’s map is for her exclusive use. We cannot interrupt her valuable time just so strangers can walk in and gawk at the map," the man said and sniffed.

"I certainly wouldn’t want to bother her. We only need a quick look at the map. Would it be possible to take a peek when she is out for lunch or something?" Matteo pressed.

The secretary raised an eyebrow.

"Of course we would be happy to give you lunch money for the inconvenience," Ilaria said and took out a gold stater.

The secretary reached out and made the stater disappear. "The envoy is in a meeting right now. You can take a quick look after the commander leaves."

"Thank you very much," Ilaria replied.

Matteo and Ilaria walked over to the padded chairs on the side of the room. The secretary cleared his throat and shook his head. Apparently those were just for the important guests. They just stood at the wall near the secretary’s desk. Time passed slowly.

"So, um... What’s it been like the last month or so? Is it any different working for the envoy now that you guys are stationary?" Matteo said to the man.

The secretary shrugged. "It’s fine. A little less busy for me. Envoy Paula hates it, though. She is used to being able to visit everyone nearby. With Cantábrico’s injury, we stay here and try not to advertise our kaiju’s weakness."

"How did that happen, anyway?" Matteo said.

"Mantis kaiju. It had some sort of cutting magic on its scythe. The envoy got in trouble for that too. She is supposed to notify everyone about nearby kaiju and she missed that one. She said it just popped up out of nowhere, but obviously that can’t happen. The whole fiasco put her in a bad mood. I will be happy in a month or two when we can move on and forget this whole thing ever happened," the secretary said.

"Something similar happened to us a bit ago. We had a mantis kaiju sneak up on us. The Ranger scouts and envoy were also surprised about it," Ilaria said. "Maybe they have some sort of stealth magic, too."

"Wouldn’t that just be the worst?" the secretary said. "Next time you see your envoy, tell him to submit a report about it to the central library in Carcassonne. They keep a public record of kaiju and their magics. It helps us all stay alive."

Ilaria nodded. Just then, the envoy’s office door opened and the Warden commander walked out.

"... just promise me you will bring it up with the other envoys. Even if you don’t take the Isfet rituals seriously, there has to be someone out there smart enough to recognize it for the threat it is," the commander said.

Ilaria and Matteo tried to blend into the wall as the commander angrily stomped away. The envoy stood in her office doorway and scowled at the departing man. She had long black hair and wore a thin tiara. She wore a bright and happy dress that contrasted with her sour demeanor.

The envoy noticed Matteo and Ilaria standing there and plastered a smile on her face. "Visitors. I wasn’t aware of anyone on my calendar."

The secretary stood up and gave her a shallow bow. "Unscheduled visitors from a small town kaiju. I promised them they could take a peek at your map."

She waved them into her office, saying, "Come on in. I can spare a few minutes for you."

They awkwardly followed her into her office. It was enormous. The ceiling was twenty feet high; the walls were heavily decorated with paintings and artifacts. The envoy had an enormous marble desk. She walked around it to gesture to the map behind it. It was probably three times larger than the envoy back home had.

Matteo and Ilaria thanked her and walked up to the map. They found home right away. Miles to the west, there was a small turtle kaiju rounding the mountain range they had just scaled.

"I told you that’s where they went," Matteo said, and pointed.

"You were right about that, but wrong about the seashells. Now we have to guess their path and intercept them," Ilaria said.

"I swear Envoy Panagiotis has a seashell. I saw it myself," Matteo grumbled to himself. He glanced around the edge of the map. He was checking to see if he could use any of the runes that controlled the map for his artifact.

"Envoy Panagiotis? I know him. Are you two from Tartaruga town?" Envoy Paula said.

"Yes, we got separated by accident and are trying to get home," Matteo said. "Which would have been easier if Envoy Panagiotis was on the seashell network, but I guess not. He has one, but it’s a paperweight or something."

She gave him a severe look. Matteo took a step back involuntarily. He must have said something wrong. He said, "Anyway, thanks for letting us see the map. We will get out of your hair now."

"A hair pun on the bear, how droll," the envoy deadpanned.

Matteo winced at the inadvertent pun. He dipped his head, and they walked out of the office. On the way out, the secretary said, "Don’t forget to tell your envoy to update your report. We all work together to keep Carcassonne’s library updated."

Ilaria nodded and said, "Will do. Do you think we should tell them about the Isfet ritual, too? Or do they not keep those kinds of records?"

"What’s this about updating a library?" Envoy Paula said from her office door.

The secretary said, "We were just talking about the kaiju public records." He turned back to Ilaria and said, "The Carcassonne library only cares about kaiju. I suppose if you wanted to notify someone about the cultists, you could send a message to their war department? I am sorry. I don’t know much about the war with Thatcham."

Envoy Paula stepped forward and said, "Actually, I just thought of a way to contact your kaiju. It’s a long shot with some weird artifacts, but it might work. I will let you know how it goes. Where will you be?"

Ilaria said, "We are staying at the Three Roses Bakery on the left hindquarters. You can send the messages there."

"Excellent, I will be in touch," the envoy said with a wave.

As they walked back to the bakery, Matteo said, "That envoy was weird. She gave me the creeps."

"Yeah, there was something she didn’t like about you, that’s for sure," Ilaria said. "Did you remember to clean your mouth today? Maybe she didn’t like your breath."

Matteo laughed. He knew his breath didn’t stink. That woman was just being creepy. When he was sure Ilaria wasn’t looking, Matteo breathed into his hand and gave it a sniff. It was fine.

They arrived at the bakery and found everyone there. They agreed to wait until lunch tomorrow to see if the envoy could help them out. If nothing came of her attempt, they would head out and intercept the turtle. Since their kaiju had to go all the way around the mountain range, they actually had plenty of time to get there. Ilaria insisted on leaving as soon as possible though, she didn’t want to chance missing their home.

Early the next morning, there was a knock on their doors. A quartet of guards had come to escort them to meet with the envoy. They said she had succeeded in contacting their home and the Rangers wanted to arrange a meetup. Ilaria was excited, but Matteo had a bad feeling about this.


Chapter 34: Abhorrent Artifact

"... Yes, they are here now. Only five of them, though... Let me ask," Envoy Paula said into the seashell. She put her hand on the seashell and said to the Pend Squad, "Where is your sixth squad member?"

Matteo looked at her in shock. She was holding a seashell, something she hadn’t mentioned when they were here yesterday. Something was wrong. He glanced over at Ilaria to see the same expression on her face.

"He died," Riccardo said, "The first night out."

The envoy smiled and turned back to the seashell. "Good news, the sixth one is dead... Of course I will take care of it. You will owe me, though. I mean it too. None of this ‘we are all mendicants working for the same cause’. You owe me personally, got it?... Alright. I will contact you in a few days once I tie up all the loose ends."

She turned back to the squad. The five of them were alone in the envoy’s building. The guard escort stood outside. It was just after the sun rose over the mountaintop. Her conversation only made Matteo more nervous. He was backing up further, reaching for Riccardo to draw him back, too.

"Did you know this building has a basement? It’s one of the few buildings on the bear with one. I would love to show it to you," Envoy Paula said.

"No, thank you. If you don’t intend to put us in touch with our hometown, I think we will leave," Ilaria replied. She put her hand on her short sword.

Matteo went a step further and drew his sword. They were in danger. They couldn't use their artifacts, but that didn't mean they would go down without a fight.

"Don't be silly. I'm not attacking. Please, let me show you my basement, I insist," the envoy said as she touched the tiara on her head.

The word insist rang through Matteo’s head, sending shivers through his body. He blinked and blinked, trying to clear his mind. It wasn’t working. His eyesight grew dim.

...

When he came to, he found himself standing inside a metal cage. The rest of the squad was standing with him. Just outside the cage, Envoy Paula was breathing heavily and massaging her temples.

"What?"

"Let us out!"

"Why did you lock us in here?"

The envoy held up her hands. "Shhh. My headache is bad enough as it is. Controlling five people at once is almost impossible."

Dimitris lunged forward, trying to grab her through the bars of the cage. She chuckled and danced back.

"What is this all about?" Riccardo said.

"Ah, that’s the golden question, isn’t it?" the envoy said. "Nobody suspects the envoy. Our profession rests on trust and honesty. It’s almost a relief when I get to show someone my real face."

"What did we ever do to you?" Matteo said.

"You? Nothing. You just know something you shouldn’t. Too many pieces of the puzzle. Not that you know anything important, it’s just that you might tell someone smart about what you saw," she said with a sigh. "The Lector isn’t ready for that sacred knowledge to get out just yet. Which, let me tell you, is so frustrating. I want to shout it from the rooftops, but we have to stay silent, for now.

"I used to think those plays were so unrealistic. You know, the ones where the villain tells the hero the whole plan, only for the hero to escape and thwart him. I get it now. There is something about keeping a secret, day in and day out. You just want to tell someone, to blab it out." She paused. "But I’m not the villain, and you aren’t the heroes, so I believe I will keep my secrets to myself. I’ll be back after I have tied up all your loose ends."

She walked out of the basement and left the stunned squad members alone in the dark basement. The room was devoid of furniture, and their bags and artifacts were piled in the corner. Matteo noticed his rune scribe pen was in the pile, even though it had been stored in his arm. No windows and the only light came from the trapdoor in the ceiling. Even that dimmed as the envoy threw a rug over it.

"I have no idea what just happened," Riccardo said.

Matteo fell heavily to the ground. He felt a stone floor beneath him and winced. He said, "The bear envoy is an Isfet cultist. Ours too, probably. Those rituals we have been hearing about must actually do something. Maybe they draw wild kaiju in for a fight."

"That’s part of it, sure. I think there is more though," Ilaria said.  "She was talking about a big secret and both Rangers organizations were surprised by the sudden appearance of the mantis kaiju."

"The envoys are the only ones with the maps, remember?" Matteo said. "They probably just lied about where the kaiju were."

"Maybe. Either way, we know who has been trying to kill us now," Ilaria said.

"Oh." Riccardo slumped to the ground. "Well, how are we going to get out of this?"

"If I could get this damn insect off my hand, I could get out of here. I am still wearing my artifact coat," Dimitris said.

"Yeah. Let’s do that. It will send mama cimex after us, but it’s better than certain death if we wait here," Matteo said.

There was a brief pause and then Dimitris said, "I can’t do it. I can’t kill the little bugger. It’s like I am trying to kill myself. Every time I try to smash it, something stops me. Like it’s sharing its self-preservation instinct with me."

Matteo tried to kill the bug attached to him and found that he couldn’t either. He felt like if he did, it would shatter his mechanical arm. He couldn’t bring himself to destroy that beautiful arm. It figures that the bear Wardens wouldn’t tell them about this particular side effect. Today was full of unpleasant surprises and people messing with his mind.

Riccardo slumped up against the cell bars, resigned to his fate. Chiara didn’t give up so easily. She reached a hand through the bars and felt around the lock. She produced a set of lock picks from her sleeves and started carefully inserting them one at a time. Matteo couldn’t see her well, but he still watched on in anticipation. After a few moments, she slumped back to the floor.

Dimitris swore, "What good is it to have a thief on your squad if they can’t unlock a single door?"

Chiara swore back at him and said, "It’s runed. Even the best thief in the world would need a crystallium pick."

The five of them sat there, trying and failing to come up with a way out of here. There wasn’t anything. Even if they didn’t have the magic blocking insect on their hands, their artifacts were all piled in the corner. Dimitris still wore his artifact coat, but the cimex bug wouldn’t let him use it.

Matteo idly played with this metal arm. He kept trying different ways to knock the bug off his hand. It didn’t work. Any action or inaction that would harm the bug was negated. He had lost full control of himself with the cimex on his hand. Unless...

He stood up and quickly took his armor off his right arm. Then he took his right arm off. As soon as he placed his mechanical prosthetic on the floor. He felt weaker, the room grew dimmer. He felt his connection to his artifact dissipate. He pumped his left hand in victory.

"Dimitris, give me your coat. I think I can use it now," Matteo said excitedly.

"It won’t work for you, you are bonded to the pen," Dimitris said.

"I think it’s only my arm that is bonded to the artifact. Remember, the interface is for an artificial life form? Anyway, I think it will work, and it can’t hurt to try. Hand it over," Matteo insisted.

Dimitris shrugged the coat off and handed it over. He had to help Matteo put it on, since he only had one arm at the moment.

"Alright, how does it work?" Matteo said.

Dimitris said, "Just focus on the edge of the cell bar and try to take a step through it."

Matteo followed his advice and ran into the cell bars. After he bounced back, he glared at Dimitris. The older man didn’t think it would work in the first place and just shrugged. Matteo shook his head and tried again. This time, he took it slower and focused on the tendril of magic he sensed from the coat. Slowly, he felt a connection grow. When he felt he was ready, he tried again.

It worked.

He found himself falling into a shadow world. It was brighter and dimmer at once. Everything was gray and wispy. He heard the sound of rushing wind in his ears. The world felt like it was pressing in on him. It was deeply uncomfortable. The edges in the room stood out in a stark contrast. He shivered. The coat’s magic grated on his soul, and he wanted this over as soon as possible. He walked through the edge of the stairs and popped back into the room.

Matteo scowled. That had been deeply unpleasant. It was probably because he was used to the magic of the pen. He took off the coat and passed it through the bars. Dimitris could keep the damn thing. He grabbed everyone’s bags and artifacts and brought them over to the cage.

"Alright. Let’s plan this out. As soon as we kill the baby cimex, momma will know where we are and come after us," Matteo said.

"We need to get off the bear as soon as possible. I want to throw the envoy in jail, but I doubt anyone would trust us. Plus, we don’t know who else is secretly a cultist," Ilaria said.

"Right, I think we can head straight north after we head out. The envoy knows we come from Tartaruga town, so she will assume we will head west," Matteo said.

Chiara said, "North? What’s north of here?"

"It’s a rocky, hilly area. A few days north is a small mining town. We can hide out there for a few days. I think our turtle will pass the town in about four days. We can hop on when they pass it by. Then it’s just a matter of joining the fight against the cultists," Matteo said.

"I doubt it will be that simple, but it’s a plan. Let’s get going," Dimitris said. He pushed Matteo’s arm through the bars and then put his own through. He closed his eyes so the cimex wouldn’t know what was coming next.

Matteo nodded. He grabbed his mechanical hand and used a short sword to cut the bug off. A quick stomp killed the squealing insect. He reattached his arm and smiled as it regained its subtle glow. He had missed the feeling the crystallium powered arm gave him.

Cutting the cimexs off the others took a little doing. The bugs made them flinch back if they thought a blow was coming. Eventually, everyone reconnected with their artifacts. Matteo gestured for them to back out of the way and started tracing a rune.

Riccardo said, "Don’t shoot at us. I can get us out." He thrust his hand through the bars and manifested a thick set of armor over it. The magical armor slowly bent the iron bars. He manipulated the shape of the armor, bending the bars even further. Less than a minute later, everyone walked out of the cage and grabbed their bags.

"I hope the envoy is still here," Dimitris said. "It would be easier to escape if we kill her before she tells anyone about us."

"Killing someone shouldn’t ever be our first solution to a problem," Ilaria said.

"I am not..."

Matteo interrupted, "That said, if she is alone in the building, we take her out."

Dimitris nodded, and they formed up near the stairs. Riccardo armored up and burst out of the trapdoor. The rest of the squad quickly followed him and spread out. They were in the envoy’s office. It was empty.

Chiara crept to the door and poked her honey drizzler out. She swung the door open to show that no one was out there either. They all headed out, Ilaria taking the time to fix the rug covering the trap door. It might buy them some time.

The four guards that had brought them there were standing out front. Matteo pivoted and led them to a window in the back of the building. They quietly snuck out. There wasn’t a wooden road out that window, so they had to balance on the kaiju’s thick fur. Thankfully, it was mostly uniform; they only had to jump over a few gaps.

Riccardo started walking towards the neck, but Matteo stopped him. He said, "I think we should take a more direct approach." He pointed off to the left.

They were standing near the bear’s ear. Matteo was suggesting they go from the head to the forearms it was resting on. It was a much faster way off the bear than using the official methods.

Chiara looked over the edge and said, "The bear’s fur isn’t exactly soft. I think all of the buildings use the fur as armor during kaiju attacks. I don’t want to jump onto something harder than steel, you know?"

Matteo dropped his bag and pulled out a length of rope. "Who said anything about jumping?"


Chapter 35: Victorville

They ended up needing two lengths of rope to get from the kaiju’s ear to its forearms. The bear was resting its head on its arms, so they were as close as they would get, but the bear was big. Very big.

Dimitris showed them a way to descend the rope without burning their hands. They wrapped the rope in a spiral around one leg and used the other to regulate their speed. Their armor saved their legs from getting rope burn.

Just before Matteo made it down to the arms, he heard a yell. It was the envoy, screaming something unintelligible high above. Moments later, the four guards started down the rope. Pend squad quickly dropped to the fur to get off the rope. Matteo had a brief moment of anguish as he saw the guards start sliding down.

He had never killed someone before, and these four guards were at his mercy. He knew that they were heading down the rope to kill them. There was no way the cultists could afford to let Pend Squad survive. Still, the decision was difficult. He wasn’t a murderer. His heart started beating faster.

He gritted his teeth and forced his hand up. With determination, he traced out a fireball and sent it screaming towards the men after them. A moment before it hit, two of them jumped off the rope. The fireball incinerated the two that had still been holding on. One of the guards manifested a dozen huge scissors around himself. The blades gave him just enough surface area to slow his descent a bit. The other guard that had leapt off the rope didn’t have a useful artifact, and fell to his death.

The guard with the phantom scissors quickly floated down towards them. As soon as he came in range, Chiara sent her terror wasps zooming towards him. His scissors got a few of them, but he lost the battle. Soon another corpse joined the first three in the kaiju’s fur.

Matteo stared at his pen. He had just killed three men with this. Riccardo gently took his arm and led him away. They needed to run now that their escape had been discovered. They hurried across the huge strands of fur towards the ground.

Despite their plan, once they got down there, they raced west. The envoy was bound to be watching them escape. They needed to throw off the pursuit. They would head north after they got deep into the forest.

As they ran, Ilaria huffed out, "Try not to kill anyone they send after us. It might be someone innocent that was told a lie about us."

Matteo nodded and shot his four stored runes into the air. The fans were too deadly. He replaced them with waterjets instead. It might still kill them if they got too close, but it was the best he could do.

They continued to run as fast as they could. The relentless training Captain Angelica had given them was bearing fruit. They didn’t see anyone following them as they entered the tree line, but they didn’t let up. They turned and ran north. The work of the Cantábrico exterminators made their run easier. There weren’t many monsters around to slow them down.

By lunch time, they took a break. Only to discover no one had any food. They had intended to buy supplies before they left. Matteo was the only one who had even brought along water. They each took a sip and got back underway.

By night time they were running ragged. They hadn’t eaten anything all day; the water was gone, and they hadn’t found a safe place to camp yet. They might have pushed on into the night if Dimitris hadn’t stopped them. He recognized a quince tree near a field of blackberry bushes.

They stopped for the night and ate their fill of blackberries. Each of them tried a quince as well, but the astringent fruit wasn't palatable. They spent the night hiding inside the blackberry bush. The thorny brambles weren’t comfortable, but they were the only natural defense around. The next morning they had a discussion about eating some mushrooms Riccardo found. Dimitris said they were edible, but didn’t want to be the first one to eat them. They headed out without anyone trying the fungus. They continued their journey north.

The land quickly changed to an arid and rocky landscape. The trees and bushes shrunk while the landscape grew difficult to navigate. Plateaus and mesas interrupted their line of sight and required them to constantly divert around them. The food situation grew worse.

A few of the monsters they killed had edible meat, phase panthers and aphids, but they knew they couldn’t afford to tip off their location with a campfire. Instead, Matteo seared sections with a fireball and they sliced off the top portion of the meat.

By the time they arrived at the small mining town, they were exhausted and famished. They would have missed it if Matteo hadn’t gotten a good look at the envoy’s map. The village was nestled on the side of a distinctive plateau. This way, they only had to build three walls to protect the town.

The late afternoon sun bore down on them as they trudged towards the front gate. It was the only part of the fence made of wood; the rest were boulders stacked high with thick mortar. Riccardo tiredly knocked on the front gate.

No one answered.

Confused, he knocked again, louder this time. A few moments later, they heard a clanging sound behind the gate. A small window in the side door slid open.

"What do you want?" the town guard said.

Matteo stepped forward and said, "We would like to stay here for a few days before we move on."

"Choose somewhere else. We are all busy. The town's moving," the guard said and slid the small window closed.

Matteo raised his voice. "We can pay for our stay, and we promise not to mention to anyone you left your post."

The window slid back open. "I didn’t abandon my post. I was just packing. I would have heard if a monster tried to attack."

"And we won’t mention any of that," Matteo said and slid a pair of rings through the small window.

He grumbled and shut the window. A loud thunk sounded, and the side door opened. They all thanked him as they walked inside. They took in the view of the mining town. Or hamlet, as the case may be.

It was small. No more than three hundred people could live here. Near the gates there were four fields of produce, and a smattering of homes in the center of town. The haphazard construction of the homes clearly indicated they weren’t planning on staying long. The town was abuzz with activity, everyone getting ready for the upcoming move. As the squad walked into town, they were ignored by all but one person.

"Where are you lot from? The bear can’t have the vein. My kaiju already has dibs," a voice said from behind them.

They turned to see a woman in plate armor, her helmet held in the crook of her arm. Her chest plate held a familiar symbol.

Matteo saluted., "Private. We are Ranger recruits reporting in. It’s a relief to see you. I assume that means Tartaruga is coming here. That will make it easy to meet up with command again."

"What? You are Tartaruga recruits? Wait, I know the big guy. You really are mine. How did you lot get here?" she said.

"It’s a long story," Matteo sighed. "I would be happy to tell you about it over a meal. Is the rest of your squad here?"

"No, it’s just me. I am playing messenger girl since Lieutenant Evangelos is in a snit about something. He says he has to be ‘on call’ and won’t do his regular duties. I guess the commander ordered it or whatever. Either way, it means I ran here instead. Literally. My artifact lets me run faster than most monsters, but I can’t kill all of them. It meant that I couldn’t sleep on the way. I had to run all the way."

"Do you know where we could get a meal? You can put your feet up and you can tell us all about your harrowing journey," Ilaria said.

"Yeah, sure, follow me," she said. "My name’s Catherine, by the way."

As they walked, they introduced themselves. She led them to a large building near the center of town and convinced the older woman there to make them all lunch. The cook complained a bit, but apparently she had already been well paid for meals for the next few days.

As the meal was being prepared, Catherine went on at length about every detail of her journey. She mentioned every monster she saw by name, and congratulated herself multiple times on her talented use of her artifact. Matteo thought she was a terrible bore. He did have to admit, it was clever of her to use an artifact focused on magnetism to help her run faster. He never would have guessed there were that many underground veins of metal she could push off of.

Eventually, the food came. It was something Matteo had never tried before. There was some sort of very thin bread wrapped around monster steak and vegetables. They were expected to eat it with their hands. It was spicier than he liked, but he didn’t let that stop him. This was their first real meal in forever.

"You lot never did say how you got all the way over here," Catherine said when she was done eating.

Ilaria started coughing. She acted like the meal was too spicy for her, but clearly she hadn’t expected the question and needed a moment to think. Matteo stepped in to save her. "We were sent out on our exam patrol a few days ago. While we were clearing the area, we ran into a hell pig. None of us could kill it and it chased us up a huge tree.

"While we were up there, I think Tartaruga Rangers came to pick us up. I guess the turtle path changed or something. We saw them signaling all night, but we couldn’t get to them. By the time the hell pig got bored and wandered off, the Rangers were gone," Matteo said.

Ilaria nodded along. Matteo was mixing truth with lies so the cultists wouldn’t know they were on to them. They didn’t know if Catherine was with them or not.

Matteo continued. "I had heard that the bear was sleeping nearby, so we hiked over to that kaiju. Almost died so many times. Anyway, their envoy said Tartaruga would be coming this way. We didn’t know the turtle would be eating their vein, though."

"Yeah, apparently our mayor knows theirs. They arranged this deal months ago, so no one is mad about it," Catherine said. She looked at the scowling woman who had made them their lunch and added, "Not very mad anyway."

"I’m not mad about that," the woman said. "I asked you to go tell my boys we are moving and you still haven’t gone."

"And I told you that I would do it when I recovered. It takes a lot out of me to speed across the countryside like that," Catherine grumbled. She picked up another meat roll to pretend she was still eating.

Catherine suddenly sat up straighter and pointed at Matteo with her food. "You can do it for me. Y’all are still recruits, right? That means I outrank you. I order you to go notify Alma’s boys about the move."

Ilaria tilted her head and said, "What? You want us to notify someone? Why doesn’t Alma do it herself? Do they live in a different town?"

Catherine dropped the food and said, "No, no, they live here. They are artifact bound, checking out some founder ruins north of here. They said they would be back in a week, but they need to come home now, obviously. It’s not dangerous. They probably killed all the monsters when they went up there yesterday. You could get there and back today if you hurry. I would go myself... but I am still tapped out."

"Sir, we are rather tired as well. We haven’t eaten well in days," Matteo said. "I am not sure we are well suited for this task."

She shook her head. "No, it has to be you. The town can’t spare any guards. The brothers are already half their defense force. Go on then. I already said it was an order, right?"

Matteo glanced over to the squad. If they wanted to save Tartaruga town from the cultists, they couldn’t disobey orders now. Catherine was their link to being accepted without suspicion. He sighed and said, "How hard is it to find the ruins? Aren’t the surviving ones usually hidden?"

Catherine clapped her hands and said, "Don’t worry, Alma said it will be easy to find."


Chapter 36: Founder Outpost

There weren’t a lot of surviving ruins from the times of the founders. Founder’s temples were the only buildings that rebuilt themselves from ambient mana. That meant that when roaming kaiju ate the mana rich founder’s ruins, those buildings were lost forever. Any easily found ruins had long since disappeared into a kaiju’s gullet.

Pend Squad had been given precise directions to the mesa with the ruins the brothers were investigating. They jogged most of the way, expecting to have to search for the hidden entrance for a while. To everyone’s surprise, they easily found it.

There was a small camp in the entrance to a cave system, just where they were told it would be. The mesa looked different from the ones around it. Instead of rounded rocks, it was made up of slightly irregular hexagonal columns pressed together. It gave the impression the whole thing had been grown like a tree trunk.

Near the back of the cave system was a door. It was recognizable as founder-made, with its impossibly straight lines and embedded runes. Instead of a normal handle, a large wheel sat in the center of the door. The door stumped Ilaria, but Dimitris had seen the type before, and spun it open. Once the door swung wide, it revealed a long stairway down to a huge underground complex.

The founder ruins took up the majority of the mesa. High above were gaps in the stones, strips of light revealing a city below. It was a dense city with a variety of stone and metal buildings. The architecture was filled with the square edges the founders loved so much. Long, straight roads crisscrossed the city, splitting it up into regular blocks. It made the city look like a large game board.

"Ho there! Alma’s sons! Time to go home!" Dimitris yelled.

Matteo backhanded his arm. "What were you thinking? If there are any monsters in the city, they will all be coming this way now."

Dimitris shrugged. "Meh, it’s not much of a risk. We can see monsters coming. If there were a lot of them, we could shut the vault door."

"Still, it was an unnecessary risk," Ilaria said.

"I didn’t feel like exploring the city of the dead. This way they come to us," Dimitris said with a shrug.

They waited in silence for a few minutes, but no one came, neither monster nor man. Matteo took the time to examine the layout of the city below. It looked like there were four founders' temples sitting on the four corners of the city. The center of the city looked like a founders temple as well, but different. It was larger than he had ever seen with channels running up the sides of the building. The channels met in the middle of the roof and dipped inside.

The rest of the city looked boring. Rows of identical housing filled up the city within the artificial mesa. Matteo idly wondered if this would be a good place to live. It was completely protected from the outside world. Then he glanced at the campsite nearby. That was probably a clue. If he had to guess, the city below got infested with monsters every night.

That idea only excited Matteo. The presence of monsters meant that the temples below were still producing artifacts. He wondered if the brothers would mind if Pend Squad harvested a few of them.

An hour after the squad got there, they heard swearing. Creative and verbose swearing. Three tall men were walking up the stairs towards the entrance to the underground city. They didn’t seem happy to see the squad.

"What do you think you are doing here?" the lead man said as he held a large fishing hook menacingly. "This here is our claim."

Matteo stepped forward and held up her hands. "We aren’t trying to jump your claim or anything. We were sent here by Alma. Are you her sons?"

"Did something happen to momma?" he said.

"She is fine. It’s Victorville that’s got the issue. Your mayor sold the crystallium vein to a kaiju. It’s coming to eat the city in four days or so. Your mom wants you to come home and help pack up," Matteo said.

This set off another round of swearing. "All that work, and nothing to show for it," the youngest brother said. "I told you we’re cursed."

The oldest brother closed up the door and spun the wheel. Then he sat down heavily and said to the squad, "You might as well take a seat. We can leave first thing in the morning."

Riccardo looked back towards the town. "Sure you don’t want to head out now? Still got a couple of hours till sunset."

The tall man shook his head, "No, there are a few tier three monsters out there. Eldritch Beetles. Nocturnal buggers. Don’t want to chance being outside at night. We will head out at first light."

Matteo’s eyes widened. Tier three? This place was much more dangerous than he had thought. What was Private Catherine thinking, sending them out here alone? He sat down, completely uninterested in heading out there now.

"I’m Alvaro, by the way. Who are you folks?" he said.

"We are Ranger recruits, out on our first patrol," Matteo said and introduced everyone by name.

"Your first patrol and they sent you out here? They must want tough as nails Rangers to send you folks into the shattered valley," Alvaro said.

Matteo shrugged. "It’s a long story."

Alvaro nodded. He sensed they didn’t want to talk about it. They prepared the dinner Alma had sent along with them. It was a delicious dinner of rice and meat stuffed inside bell peppers. Once they were done eating, conversation started up again.

"What’s it like, in there?" Dimitris said and gestured to the door.

"You saw inside, ya?" Alvaro said. When they nodded, he continued, "It’s a founder’s ruin. Broken though. The four temples seem like they were working. We found a black slime sitting on the pedestal and we thought they had been eating the artifacts.

"This morning, we cleared out a temple, burnt the black slime out too. But when the temple reset itself, no artifact. Plenty of monsters, but the artifact pedestal was empty. Same thing with the other four temples around the edges. Something is wrong with them. We were going to try the center temple tomorrow, but not anymore."

"Do you mind if we check it out tomorrow? We have never seen an original founder's ruin," Matteo said.

Alvaro looked towards his brothers. They shrugged. He turned back to Matteo and said, "Go ahead. Don’t get your hopes up, though. The center temple probably got broken by slimes too."

Matteo nodded. Dimitris raised an eyebrow at him. Matteo just shook his head. He had a theory about the city. He would tell them about it tomorrow.

The next morning, just as the sun was peeking over the distant mountains, the brothers left. They wished Pend Squad luck and reminded them to get back before dark. Once they were gone, the squad headed into the mesa.

"Let’s not waste too much time here. Founders ruins are all the same, only interesting if you have never seen them before," Dimitris said.

"Have you seen a lot of them?" Matteo said.

"Yeah, this is the fifth one I have seen," Dimitris said. "This one is much better preserved, but it’s the same stuff. Same boring squares, same broken magics. Think about it. If any of the founder’s ruins actually worked, don’t you think someone would have claimed this place in the hundreds of years since the fall?"

"Ok, first of all, I want to run a temple or two and check for new runes. Even broken temples can help me get stronger. Secondly, didn’t you see the channels from the outer temples heading towards the center one? If there are any artifacts in this city, they will be inside the center temple," Matteo said.

"Whatever, let’s get going. I am not going to try and convince you that you are wrong. I will just say I told you so when you see for yourself," Dimitris said.

The five of them headed straight for the city center. Gray stone buildings rose on either side of them as they walked down the center of the road. Dappled sunlight passed through the gaps in the fake mesa far above. The grid of roads made it easy to navigate; only a few turns were needed before they saw the central temple in the distance. Chiara used her terror wasps to scout out the path ahead and on each of the side roads so they wouldn’t get ambushed.

Her caution was proven useful when a wasp uncovered a swarm of rodents of unusual size. Matteo was able to throw up a trio of fan runes before they got close, and no one got splattered by the blood that started flying. Soon enough, they were in front of the temple. A grand staircase led to the main entrance to the temple, with imposing doors looming above.

They couldn't get in that way. The main doors only opened for the long dead founders. Riccardo led the way around back to the maintenance entrance.

"I know this goes without saying, but I am going to say it, anyway. If this gets too dangerous, I am out. And you all should follow me," Dimitris said.

Riccardo and Chiara nodded seriously, but Matteo ignored the warning. This was a single story temple, not the bigger ones that high leveled people ran. They would be fine. There were probably only four to six rooms inside. The risks were negligible.

He was so excited to see the inside of the temple and find new runes. Unlike the founders' temples they were used to, this one didn’t have any magic runes constructing the walls. They were constructed of mundane stone with metal decorations. The first glimpse of magic inside the mesa was found after they entered the maintenance door. Runes coated the walls, magically reinforcing them. Just like with the regular temples, those runes were obfuscated. Matteo wouldn’t have any easy runes inside this temple. The squad dropped their bags and got ready for battle. It was very likely that there were monsters on the other side of the next door.

Surprisingly, Dimitris volunteered to scout out the room. His artifact coat allowed him to take a peek into the next room without triggering any of the traps. He activated its magic and disappeared around the edge of the door.

A minute later, he returned. "Chiara, send your swarm in. There’s something in there. I can’t tell what type of monster, but whatever it is, it can float."

Chiara nodded seriously and glanced at Riccardo. He carefully opened the door to the next room. When the crack was just big enough, she stuck her honey drizzler in and sent her swarm angrily buzzing inside.

Wasp after wasp flew inside. They heard explosion after explosion as the summoned wasps detonated on their target. A few moments later, Chiara pulled her artifact back and said, "That’s all thirty of them. I think some of the monsters are still alive."

They looked at Matteo for direction and he looked at Dimitris.

"I don’t know. There aren't a lot of flying monsters. All I know is that they were floating and they aren’t birds," Dimitris said.

Matteo nodded and gestured for Riccardo to open the door. Riccardo shook out his arms and gave himself thick armor. It would slow him down, but make him tougher. Together, the two of them stood near the door and he yanked it open.

The next room was big. Bigger than any of the rooms they had seen in founders temples before. It was longer than it was wide, the other door far enough away that they could only just see it. There were a half dozen floating monsters spread out through the room. As one, they turned and started moving towards the door Riccardo had just opened.

Voltaic Dirigibles.

The flying jellyfish slowly floated towards them, dozens of trailing ten foot long tendrils. The monsters could control them individually like whips. None of them had died from the onslaught of terror wasps because they had sacrificed tendrils to protect their main body.

The closest monster drifted into range and Ilaria sent out her strongest electric attack. Like a bolt of lightning, the artifact’s power arced forward and impacted the voltaic dirigible. It continued forward, unfazed. Electricity couldn’t harm it.

Matteo used one of his stored runes to place an invisible fan at an angle above them. That was a mistake.


Chapter 37: Experimental Apparatus

The invisible fan Matteo had created was slicing through the air five feet above their heads. It created a breeze strong enough to slow the voltaic dirigible's approach. It also had an unfortunate side effect. The swiftly moving fan blades chopped off the monster’s tendrils, all twenty of them. The tendrils bounced around and some of them landed on the humans standing in the doorway. Riccardo, Ilaria, and Matteo were all hit. Electric current danced over the three of them.

Despite Riccardo’s thick armor, the tendrils still had enough magical power to drop him to the ground. The same thing happened to Matteo. Ilaria’s artifact granted her enough resistance that she was able to pull the tendrils off of everyone and attack back. She drew her short sword and jumped into the room. Once she was around the gore splattered fan, she threw the sword. It flew a few feet and pierced the gas bag of the floating jellyfish. It slowly fell to the floor. As it hit the ground, the tile underneath it flashed red and exploded.

Ilaria jumped back to the entrance to the room. She gave the floor a suspicious look as Riccardo stood back up. Chiara sent a few more terror wasps into the room, but it only slowed the monsters down. Matteo recovered from the shock to his system and traced out a fireball. The long room was perfect for the spell. He grinned as he sent fireball after fireball, screaming towards the floating monsters.

Within twenty seconds, four of the remaining five monsters were down. The final living monster was too close for a fireball. They just stepped back and shut the door to let the fan rune take care of it. As soon as they heard the splat, they opened up the door again and gave the room a hard look. The walls and ceiling were featureless white. The floor was tiled with a pattern of repeating mosaics. The tiles made up familiar images, the demigods. The sons and daughters of Ma’at and Isfet were depicted across the long floor.

Matteo recognized Hatshepsut, Amenhotep, and Djoser, but there were more than a dozen he didn’t recognize. The closest one was Djoser, and the one right next to that mosaic had exploded.

"Well, it’s obvious that the patterns are a clue. I jumped on Djoser and didn’t die. The floating jellyfish fell on Ramesses and exploded. We just need to figure out the difference between the two mosaics," Ilaria said.

They looked at the nearby mosaics. The Djoser mosaic held a metal compass and stood in front of a pyramid. That made sense, since Djoser was known for his architectural innovation. Matteo looked over at Ramesses. It was hard to see the mosaic under the remnants of the monster, but he saw an ankh, which was weird because Ramesses was known as a warrior and conqueror.

"I think I get it," Matteo said. "The safe mosaics are accurate, the unsafe mosaics are mixed up. Ramesses should be holding a sword, not an ankh."

"Makes sense. So then the Amenhotep should be safe because he is holding a statue, and Khufu isn’t safe because he is holding a sword instead of standing in front of pyramids, right?" Chiara said.

"Right," Ilaria said. She stepped onto the mosaic of Djoser, but hesitated before she stepped onto Amenhotep. She stepped back and kicked a bit of monster guts onto the floor. Nothing happened. Then she kicked the guts over to the Khufu section and it exploded.

They had figured it out. The squad slowly made their way across the long room, using monster guts to verify their guesses. None of them were experts on demigods, so they ran out of guesses halfway through the room. More monster guts came to the rescue. They were all splattered by small bits of jellyfish by the time they were done. The smell was... unpleasant.

Finally, they were through that room and onto the next one. This trap room had already killed the monsters inside. Bits of crab guts were scattered throughout the room. On the one hand, that was great. Armored monsters would be particularly hard to defeat. On the other hand, it meant that the room was particularly deadly.

It was a long and curved room, thinner than the previous one. It was long enough that they couldn’t see the end of the room with the curve. The room was a blur of moving parts. A large spiked ball was rolling back and forth in a track directly in front of them. Behind that were large scythes swinging back and forth. Next was a section with waves of spears jutting up from the floor. It was possible to get through all of them, but your timing had to be just right.

"Welp. I am out," Dimitris said and saluted them all.

Before he walked far, Ilaria said, "If you leave now, you won’t get a share of the loot."

"You weren’t helping much anyway," Chiara said. "I would much rather split four ways instead of five. Keep walking."

Ilaria gave her a stern look. Chiara shrugged.

Dimitris paused and said, "There probably isn’t any loot, anyway. The brothers said the place got infested with black slimes."

"Yep, no loot here, shoo, shoo." Chiara flicked her fingers forward.

Dimitris scowled at her and looked forward to the active trap room. "Fine. I will come along. I expect to get my pick of the artifacts before we sell them."

Ilaria threw up her hands at the bizarre interaction. Matteo wondered if Chiara was trying to get rid of Dimitris, or if she was using reverse psychology. Only she knew.

For all his complaining, Dimitris didn’t have to avoid the traps at all. The sides of the room had seams that worked for his Coat of Edges, and he slipped around most of the traps. The rest of the squad had it much harder. They had to time their jumps just right to avoid the traps.

The rolling ball wasn’t too hard to get past, but there were four swinging scythes. It didn’t seem too difficult, but they still took the time to memorize the pattern. Riccardo armored up and went first. The rest of the squad followed without incident. Thankfully, there was a spot to rest and observe between each section. If it wasn’t for that, the rest of the squad would have given up.

Next were the waves of spears, followed by a rolling log full of spikes. It got easier as they went. There was a common timing to the diverse instruments of death. It could be summarized as go, go, pause, go. Once they passed all fourteen traps, they paused at the end of the room to collect themselves before they moved on.

"Did that seem weird to anyone else?" Matteo said.

"You mean the almost certain death if we made a single mistake?" Chiara said and rubbed her upper arms. "Yeah, bit strange."

Matteo shook his head. "No, I mean, the two rooms don’t seem like they fit together. The first one was like a normal founder’s temple, the second one wasn’t. There was no trick to avoid the traps, just timing. It would be dangerous for anyone doing maintenance in the room."

"I was thinking that too. I think this place is a research facility. They were still testing designs. That’s probably why the other four temples didn’t have artifacts. Maybe they were testing out a central collection room too," Ilaria said.

"So, either there is a massive black slime in the center of this, or we are about to get rich?" Dimitris said.

"Exactly," Ilaria said.

They could hear the sounds of a monster in the next room, so they sent Dimitris ahead to scout it out. He returned and said, "I think Ilaria’s theory about this being an experimental temple is right. It’s weird in there. I don’t think I have ever seen an oily ceiling. Monsters are dead though, go ahead and open up."

They opened the door to see a large, round room. The walls were curved, and the ceiling went up and dipped down to a point. Black oil was seeping through hundreds of channels in the ceiling. Most of it dripped onto troughs on the floor, but the rest slowly seeped towards the center of the ceiling. Scattered across the room were a dozen charred goblin corpses.

The trap in the room wasn’t immediately apparent. They stayed in the doorway while they looked around. The room was featureless apart from the oil dripping from the ceiling and the troughs in the floor. Matteo squinted. That wasn’t entirely true. There was some sort of rune near the edges of the ceiling. It was probably producing the oil. He hoped he would be able to copy and use the rune.

"Is the trap broken? No, the goblins are dead," Riccardo said, answering his own question.

A tiny panel in the middle of the ceiling opened up, and a miniscule spark flew out. Matteo wouldn’t have noticed it if the movement hadn’t caught his eye. He yelled, "Shut the door! Shut the door!"

They all scrambled back and Riccardo slammed the door shut. Nothing happened.

"What was that all about?" Chiara said.

Her question was answered by a deep fwump from the other side of the room.

"The oil is flammable," Matteo said, unnecessarily.

A few moments later, they opened the door to the room. Tiny fans were sucking out the smoke the explosion had caused and the oil was starting to drip from the edges of the ceiling again. Based on the progress of the oil, Matteo figured it would be another ten minutes or so before the room ignited again. He walked past Riccardo and looked around the room. There weren’t any controls that he could see to turn the trap off. A check of the exit door showed that it was locked.

Riccardo hadn’t left his post at the entrance door. He wasn’t letting it close, having learned his lesson from his mistake last time. They would have as much time as they needed to figure out the trick to this room. The rest of the squad was wandering around the room, looking for clues.

Matteo wasn’t looking very hard. Instead, he was trying to see how hard it would be to copy down the oil rune. He needed to get closer. The high ceiling and curved walls wouldn’t make it easy for him.

"Hey Dimitris, would you mind manning the door for a bit? I need Riccardo’s help for something," Matteo said.

Once Dimitris and Riccardo switched positions, Matteo said, "You can form your armor into almost anything, yeah? How about a ladder?"

Riccardo laughed, "No ladder. It has to be related to an animal I know. But I can get you up high. I could lift you even before I got an artifact."

With his friend’s help, Matteo got close enough to the ceiling to see the rune there. It was one that he could use, a rune drawn with an uninterrupted line. He had bought a charcoal pencil and paper on the bear kaiju. He happily used them to trace out the rune up there. A few drops of oil fell onto the paper he was using. He briefly wondered if the oil would disappear later, like most constructs of mana, or if it was permanent.

"What cha looking at?" Dimitris asked.

Matteo whipped his head back to the door they’d come in. It was shut. He hopped off Riccardo’s shoulders and yelled, "You idiot! We are trapped in here with a bomb now!"

Dimitris laughed and pointed at the exit door. Ilaria was holding it open, waving them over. She must have figured out the trick to get it open. As Matteo drew closer, he saw she was fighting to keep a grin off her face. He grumbled, but didn’t say anything.

As he drew closer, he saw beams of red light spear across a dark room. Chiara was sending her swarm in. The summoned wasps glowed orange and lit up the room some more. It was an octagonal room with dozens of gargoyles shooting lasers at hundreds of mirrors. And monsters.

The orange light of the terror wasps revealed a pair of goliath ants that had been waiting in ambush. Once they realized they were revealed, they pounced. Two terror wasps dive bombed them, but it wasn’t enough to deter them. They kept coming. Matteo jumped to the side to line up his shot. He had a fan rune loaded up, and he needed more clearance to activate it.

Riccardo stepped forward and knocked the lead ant back. As it stumbled back, Ilaria sent a blast arcing towards the goliath ant. The electric power worked well on this monster, locking up all six limbs and sending it twitching to the ground. The ant behind it was fouled up and had to go around. Matteo got his fan rune out before the ant got close. The invisible blades shattered on impact with its carapace. The rune that splattered other monsters only slowed this one down.

Before Matteo could attack again, Ilaria sent a blast of electricity into the ant’s face. It went down, twitching as well. She walked up to each of them and gave them a concentrated hit of electricity. The smell of cooked insects slowly filled the room.

Chiara recalled her wasps, and they opened up the entrance door wide. The extra light didn’t reveal anything new. It was a smallish room, occasionally lit up by a laser blast that bounced off a few mirrors and dissipated. The area near the entrance was free of mirrors and lasers, which is why the goliath ants had been hiding there.

Matteo stepped forward and looked around the room. Something was niggling in the back of his mind. He examined a nearby mirror. It wasn’t flush with the wall; it stuck out a foot or so. It was supported by a set of gears. Matteo reached out and tilted the mirror a bit. It clicked into a new position. The next time a laser hit it, the light redirected and deactivated a gargoyle. One down, thirteen to go.

A quick glance around the room showed what he needed to do. He just needed to bounce the lasers through two or three mirrors to deactivate a laser spitting gargoyle. A puzzle made easier by mirrors that only moved into certain positions. Working on one side and then the other, Matteo moved the mirrors one at a time to deactivate gargoyle after gargoyle. It went quickly. Finally, an easy puzzle with an obvious solution.

"How did you do that?" Riccardo said. "You just blazed through the trap, not making a single mistake."

Matteo shrugged. Apparently, basic geometry puzzles were only obvious to him. They walked up to the exit door and had Dimitris check it out. Matteo was starting to appreciate the risk free scouting his squad mate provided. Not that he would ever tell Dimitris that. The man was arrogant enough as it was.

"Mosquitoes. Ten of them," Dimitris said and stepped back away from the door. It was one that slid into the floor, so once it opened, they couldn’t close it again.

Matteo shuddered. They would have to fight all ten mosquitoes at once. Each monster was about five feet tall and had a nose that could easily pierce the low-level armor they were wearing.


Chapter 38: The Games We Play

Riccardo groaned and turned to Matteo. "You really need a rune that doesn’t splatter us all with blood and guts."

Matteo shrugged apologetically. The fan rune would be perfect against the enormous mosquitoes in the next room. However, his friend was right. This was going to be messy. He loaded up two fireballs and two fan runes. Chiara nodded that she was ready too.

Riccardo smoothed out the seams of his armor so their proboscises wouldn’t find purchase. Then he slammed the release lever, and the door dropped into the floor. Angry buzzing filled the room and all ten monsters sped their way. Matteo got off two fireballs within a second and then layered a pair of fan runes in front of the door. Chiara pointed her artifact down and summoned the terror wasps to slide under the gap he left near the floor.

The next room was much like the first one. A long room with plain walls and high ceilings. Matteo’s fireballs took out three mosquitoes, and the rest of them sped towards the humans. Six terror wasps converged on the closest mosquito, obliterating it with their combined explosions. Another eight wasps took out a second monster, and then the rest of the mosquitoes were on them.

Two mosquitoes were pulped by the invisible fan blade, the third shattered it. Matteo shamelessly hid behind Riccardo to avoid the spray of blood and guts. The remaining fan killed two more monsters before it shattered as well. Matteo had been tracing a waterjet as the attack played out. As soon as the final fan gave out, he stood up and blasted the remaining mosquito out of the air.

It didn’t kill the monster, though. The water sheared off its wings, but the insect could still use its legs. It lunged forward, hitting Riccardo. The long needle nose deflected off of his armor. Chiara was wiping off the gore off her face and didn’t see the attack. She was standing still as the proboscis stabbed deep into her torso.

Riccardo dropped his elbow and sheared off the tube before it could start sucking blood. He punched the monster’s face, and it rocked back. Ilaria zapped it to death moments later. That was the last of them.

Before the last mosquito hit the ground, Riccardo was spinning around to help Chiara. She had fallen to the ground with the severed proboscis still embedded in her stomach. It had stabbed into the far right of her stomach, shattering her chest plate. Riccardo moved the pieces of the broken armor out of the way as blood dribbled up out of the tube in the middle. He held his hands over her body, not knowing how to help.

Matteo knelt down next to her and pulled out his first aid kit from the pouch on his back. He gave her his best medic voice as he said, "Normally you don’t take these kinds of things out, so it doesn’t bleed worse. But the bloodsucking magic is still working, so we'll go ahead and take it out now."

He matched action to words and slid the proboscis out. He pushed up her gambeson and pressed a wad of bandages to the wound. He handed Riccardo a tiny bottle and said, "Go ahead and open the alcohol for me, will you? Might as well open yours, too. Just to be safe."

Riccardo opened the bottle. "I forgot mine. It’s still with our bags back there."

Matteo sighed and looked up at Dimitris. He shrugged apologetically. He looked down to Chiara, but she shook her head too. Ilaria rolled her eyes and handed Matteo an open bottle from her first aid kit.

He splashed the two bottles of alcohol into the wound and packed it with fresh bandages. Then he used the rest of his bandages to wrap up her torso completely. Chiara carefully pulled her gambeson down and rolled to her feet.

"I think I am good to continue, as long as I stay in the back," Chiara said with a pained expression on her face.

"Don’t be ridiculous. We need to get you to a healer. Gut wounds can fester and kill, even small ones," Matteo said.

"Yeah, but we should at least see if this is the end of the temple," Chiara said. She groaned softly. Talking had made her hurt worse.

"Fine, we will see if we can disable the traps and check the next room. If it isn’t the artifact room, we are leaving," Matteo said.

The rest of them nodded and turned their attention to the large room. The floor was covered in squares, each one with a different runic symbol. A border of glowing green surrounded every square. Matteo recognized them as numbers. Number one was in front of them, and thirty was near the exit. The square in the middle of the room, fifteen, was glowing blue. Square twenty six had a tiny house on it, and square twenty seven had a pool of water. Some of the other squares had additional symbols and pictures painted on them. On the wall near square one, there was a stylized picture of sticks with numbers on them.

He snapped his fingers, "Senet! It’s a senet game board. I bet you we just have to play the game to turn off the traps."

"I’ve never played. Is it hard?" Riccardo said.

"No, it’s pretty easy. You just throw the sticks and move your pieces forward that many times. There are a few other rules, but not many," Matteo said as he tapped his chin. "I wonder if we can all go forward as one player, or if we have to play against each other."

"These have to be designed so a single maintenance worker could run it. We shouldn’t have to play against each other," Ilaria said.

"Good point. Why don’t y’all stay here and I will play a quick game? It’s safer that way," Matteo said.

"If you are sure," Ilaria said with concern.

"Yep, I’m good," Matteo said.

He walked forward and stood in the middle of square one. As soon as he did, the painting of number sticks shuffled themselves and the rune for three landed on top. He smiled and walked forward three spaces. The square below him flashed green for a moment and returned to normal.

The number sticks followed him along the wall and shuffled themselves again. This time he walked forward six spaces. He continued on, playing the game. It was very simple, since he was the only game piece on the board. He stopped on the fifteenth square. He checked a small scrape on his wrist. This square was called the house of life. It would be fantastic if it healed injuries. It didn’t. He sighed and kept going.

By the time he got to square twenty-five, he wasn’t thinking much. The sticks showed four, and he headed towards the twenty-ninth square. He stopped with a foot hovering over the next square. The next square was the house of happiness, and although the number sticks said four, he knew he couldn’t move forward. He had to land on the twenty-sixth square to progress.

He sighed in relief. He had almost broken one of the rules. He waited on square twenty-five for a good throw. Once the sticks showed one, he moved onto the square with the tiny house. He eyed the next square with the pool of water. If he got a one, he would have to move back to square fifteen.

Thankfully, the next throw of the sticks was the last one. He moved on to the final square, the House of Ra-Horakhty. As soon as he did, all the squares stopped glowing and the lights in the ceiling glowed brighter. The game was over. The rest of the squad walked over to the exit door. Matteo gestured to Dimitris to scout ahead.

He nodded casually and walked right into the door, bouncing off. He rubbed his head and carefully tried again. His power wasn’t working on it. The door was another one that slid into the floor, so they wouldn’t be able to open it a crack. They would have to be ready for unknown combat if they wanted to open the door. Monsters or artifacts lurked behind this door.

"I think the fact I can’t use my coat on the door means that this is the artifact room. It’s the room with the most magical protections," Dimitris said.

Matteo nodded along. That made sense. He said, "Chiara, are you ok with a little risk?"

She nodded, and the squad lined up in combat positions. Matteo loaded up three fans and a fireball. Chiara stood further back than normal. It was almost anticlimactic when the door slid down to reveal a small artifact room. A tiny light dimly glowed in the ceiling, revealing an artifact sitting on a larger than normal pedestal. It was a long pearl necklace. Riccardo snatched it off the pedestal and tossed it to Matteo.

	Pearl Necklace of Heat (Yellow Magic 8)

	You are not compatible with this artifact. Absorption will destroy it. Absorb anyway?

	Yes
	No

		


"Necklace of heat, yellow magic," Matteo said and tossed it back.

Riccardo handed it over to Chiara and said, "I think leveling up your constitution would be a good idea."

She chuckled and then groaned in pain. The necklace soon dissolved into motes of mana, and Chiara added the level up to her body stats. "I feel better already. That must have been a powerful artifact."

Matteo shrugged. The number on the description didn’t seem too high. Either way, he felt disappointed. This was the central temple in a formation of five temples and they got a single artifact from it. They couldn’t even run the temple again since Chiara was wounded. Speaking of which, they should probably be heading back now.

"How much time do we have left in the day? Can we get back to Victorville before nightfall?" Matteo asked.

He winced as Ilaria took out a pocket watch to check the time. That was Edoardo’s artifact. Matteo hadn’t thought of him all day. His friend and squad mate had died just a few days ago, and he was already being forgotten. He promised himself that he would make sure the artifact got to Edoardo’s family. He would deal with the Ranger’s rules about borrowed artifacts later.

"Yeah, it’s still before lunch. We will have to leave sometime in the next four hours," Ilaria said. She looked towards Chiara, "Let’s make it three hours to be safe."

Chiara wasn’t listening. She was slowly walking around the small room, looking at the ceiling. There were four channels leading into the room, each one ending in a darkened alcove. She pointed to the nearest alcove and summoned a wasp to light it up. It was empty.

"I don’t get it," Chiaria said. "The other four temples didn’t have artifacts, and they had a glowing blue line connecting them to this room. I was sure it meant their artifacts were materialized here. One central place for collection or something. But nothing. Where are the other four artifacts?"

Matteo shrugged. "I was thinking the same thing, but I guess it’s too much to hope for. This place has been around for hundreds of years. If it was actually a good spot for harvesting artifacts, I am sure someone else would have taken this place over."

Dimitris must have gotten his hopes up, too. He kicked the pedestal lightly. Riccardo laughed and said, "Nah, man. You gotta do it like this."

He formed a thicker carapace around his foot and kicked the pedestal hard. He still managed to stub his toe. He hopped up and down while Dimitris laughed.

"Riccardo, do that again," Matteo said, staring intently at the pedestal.

"Um, no? Didn’t you see that hurt?" Riccardo asked.

Matteo waved his hand distractedly. "Yeah, sure, whatever. I saw the top of the pedestal move. I think it’s hollow." He reached over to the pedestal grooves and tried to manipulate it. It didn’t budge until he got to where the artifact had been resting. It tipped up, revealing a dark void.

Chiara rubbed her hands together. "Oh, a mystery." She sent a terror wasp down the tube. They watched as it drifted down the hollow pedestal. There was another room below this one, but they couldn’t see much from their angle. She recalled the wasp and said, "I think I have a light orb in my pack. Much brighter than my cute little buzzers. Someone want to go get it for me?"

"Even if we saw something interesting down there, how would we get it?" Ilaria said. The hole on the top of the pedestal was small. Even the tiny Chiara wouldn’t fit through it.

"We gotta find a way. I bet there are loads of artifacts down there. These side things have flaps too," Riccardo said, and demonstrated by lifting a flap in an alcove.

Matteo’s eyes widened. Was there a cache of artifacts in the room below them that no one had found for hundreds of years? Riccardo was right. They had to find a way in.


Chapter 39: Cash for Cache

The first thing they did was scour the artifact room for a hidden door. Nothing. Other than the small flaps, there wasn’t a way into the room below them. Despite being injured, Chiara still insisted she could squeeze down there.

"You’re injured. There is no way I am letting you do that. Let's check around outside for a door to the basement," Matteo said.

They all quickly agreed and filed out of the room and back out of the temple. There was an air of mystery and excitement in the squad. Matteo was imagining five huge piles of artifacts, enough to level them all up to fifty.

Once they were outside the temple, Chiara sat down and told them to come get her when they found the door. Matteo looked at her and saw her sweating a bit. Ilaria was looking at her too, tapping her fingers on her forearm. Both of them were thinking the same thing. Maybe they should be focused on getting Chiara to a healer instead of treasure hunting. They would never forgive themselves if she died because they delayed now.

"Go, find me some artifacts," Chiara said and closed her eyes. "I need to raise my constitution or I will never survive the trip back to Victorville."

Matteo grimaced. She was reframing the hunt for artifacts so they could feel good about it. It was a thin layer of deniability for their greed. Laughable. What’s worse is that it was working. He clenched his fists and said, "Alright, we will search for an hour or so. If we don’t find it by then, we can carry you back to the village. We can always come back here after you are healed."

He looked around at his other squad mates, and they nodded in agreement. Riccardo said he would stay with her and yell if she got worse. The rest of them split up and started searching. Dimitris and Ilaria walked around the perimeter of the temple, searching for hidden doors. Matteo went on a wider search. His theory was that the underground room was part of a larger underground complex.

The central temple was in the middle of one of their strange city blocks. Matteo snagged a light orb and affixed it to his shoulder. He jogged to the edge of the block and started peeking into the small houses lined up there. He was looking for something different, something that didn’t quite fit. All while keeping up the fast pace. He knew he might miss something hidden that way, but he couldn’t afford to be slow and methodical.

About ten minutes after he started, he slid to a stop. He hadn’t seen anything noteworthy, he just realized where he was. He was out in the wider city, racing around where monsters might be hiding.

He took the time to load up a few waterjets for close up fighting and then a few fan runes for shields. It should be enough to handle any monster the two teams of exterminators had missed as they traveled around the city. It was still a risk to go it alone, but the allure of treasure was strong. He kept an ear out for monsters and the shouts of his squad mates.

The outer edge of the block was thoroughly boring. Absolutely nothing looked out of place. He started jogging a loop closer in. He was only a few hundred feet from where Dimitris and Ilaria were searching now. The buildings on this section of the block were unique and varied. He had to check out each one individually. Then he saw it.

Stairs leading down.

He raced down the stairs and down a long corridor. He was grateful for the light orb on his shoulder. It was dark and spooky down here. The corridor ended with a collection of small rooms. They were each empty. He was about to turn around when he noticed that one of the stone walls had a handle. The wall was a huge door. He tried the handle, but it didn’t budge.

This was it, he knew it. The corridor led under the temple. This had to be the right door to the room under the artifact pedestal. He just had to get in. He considered using a fireball, but that would be a bad idea, even if he backed up a lot. Instead, he stuck his pen into the crack in the door and fired a waterjet into it.

To his shock, it worked. The jet of water sliced through the steel bar holding the door shut. This time, when he yanked on the handle, the door slid open a bit. He tucked his pen into the compartment in his arm. He used the extra strength the crystallium powered arm gave him to fully open the door.

There were a handful of open alcoves inside, all with bright white lights shining down onto metal surfaces. It was like an alchemist’s workstation. Beyond that was another door. That would be the final door. He walked into the room, each step disturbing a layer of dust on the floor. No one had been down here in centuries.

He pulled out his pen and traced out another water rune. The locks on this door were thicker than the other one. It took three jets before the thick metal was fully cut through. He pulled it open to see a small dark room with five piles of objects inside. He started laughing. It was real. There was actually a treasure trove of artifacts here.

Instead of heading inside, he turned around and started jogging back. He wanted everyone to be here for the big reveal. He was so excited when he saw his squad standing together.

"Guys, I found it!" Matteo said, as loud as he dared in a monster infested city.

"Really? You actually found it? Dimitris was just trying to convince us that the search was hopeless," said Ilaria.

That was interesting. Dimitris was the greediest of all of them. Matteo nodded his head and said, "Yep, I found it. I had to cut open a few doors, but I found a cache of artifacts. I haven’t checked them out yet. I wanted you to be there, too. Come on, let’s go."

Chiara groaned as she tried to sit up. Riccardo shook his head and scooped her up to carry her princess style. Matteo eagerly led them down the stairs and corridor to the room full of artifacts. Now that everyone was here with their light orbs, they could see into the room. It was the same size as the one above it. Five distinct piles of artifacts littered the floor. Everyone made different sounds of wonder and amazement. Matteo's heart started beating faster. He felt a wave of tingles on his scalp.

Now that he saw them all, Matteo was surprised there weren’t more. The temples above had been going for hundreds of years. Perhaps the black slimes had messed up the process. He wasn’t upset, though. There were probably sixty or seventy artifacts down here. Most of them had a thick layer of dust on them. He reached over to the closest artifact and picked it up.

	Candlestick of Shards ( Purple Magic 9)

	You are not compatible with this artifact. Absorption will destroy it. Absorb anyway?

	Yes
	No

		


"Alright, I am going to start sorting these. This will be the pile for purple magic artifacts," Matteo said and set the candlestick down. "Dimitris, this will be a large haul. Why don’t you lead a discussion with everyone on fair loot distribution?"

Dimitris nodded and started talking. This was something he was passionate about.

Matteo tuned it out and got to work. Riccardo helped him out by bringing him artifacts and he sorted them into seven piles. There were technically eight colors of magic, but white magic was incredibly rare.

The first several artifacts weren’t green magic, making Matteo wonder if there were even any green artifacts in these piles. Gloves of stealing, blue pile. Choker of liver, black pile. Dagger of sacrifice, red pile. That was an ominous name. Noseguard of goblins, yellow pile. Pearl of heat, yellow pile. Then he finally got one he could use.

	Blindfold of Perception (Green Magic 9)

	Artifact absorbed. Choose one to level up.

	Pen
	Body

		


He didn’t have to think about that choice for long. Perception clearly went with the body.

	Choose two aspects to upgrade

	Green Aptitude : 50% >>> 56%

	Strength : 9 >>> 12

	Agility : 11 >>> 14

	Senses : 12 >>> 18

	Constitution : 13 ---



This choice was unexpectedly difficult. Clearly, upgrading his senses would be his first aspect to upgrade. Getting six points out of one artifact was something he couldn’t pass up. Choosing which aspect would be the second one was going to be difficult, though. He wanted all of them, and all the remaining choices had roughly the same value.

He knew that agility was probably the best choice. It would fit best with his role as a back line fighter. He needed to get into position to send his runes towards the enemy and avoid counterattacks. He didn’t want to do that, though. He wanted strength. He had always wanted to get stronger, to lift wagon carts over his head. How could he deny himself the joy of getting stronger?

After a short deliberation, he chose agility. He needed to be the best squad member he could be. For now. Maybe after he was a high enough level, he could indulge his fantasies and put a few level ups into strength.

The effects of a higher senses number were drastic. The room got brighter suddenly, his hearing sharper, and the smell of sweat and blood more prominent. It wasn’t overpowering. Thankfully, the upgrade of senses came with the ability to process the additional input. He tested out his agility and felt a minor improvement.

Then he was back to work. He reached towards the yellow magic slippers, wondering what kind of magic they granted. Slippers of Exchange, interesting. He tossed them onto the yellow pile before he realized what he had done. He knew what type of magic was in the slippers before he touched them.

He could sense the type of magic in artifacts now.

The extra six points in senses must have given him more than just faster thinking and better vision. He could sense magic. It wasn’t something he saw; it was more like something he felt. It felt exhilarating.

Now that he could sense magic in the artifacts, he was able to quickly sort the remaining piles into colors. Within minutes, he had all the outside piles of artifacts sorted. There were eleven yellow, fifteen red, five blue, nine orange, seven green, three purple, five black, and a single white. The white artifact felt strange, very different from the other colors. He wanted to investigate it further, but the pile of artifacts in the middle of the room distracted him.

Of the sixteen artifacts in the middle of the room, half of them felt magically bright. Very bright. He picked up one of the brighter artifacts, a crafting knife, and examined it.

	Glass Cutter of Bonding (Blue Magic 28)

	You are not compatible with this artifact. Absorption will destroy it. Absorb anyway?

	Yes
	No

		


Twenty-eight. That was the highest number he had ever seen. No wonder it seemed magically bright. Ilaria was going to like this one. He noticed something strange in the pile. He pushed a roll of bandages out of the way to see another glass cutter. And another one. He held them up to each other. All three were almost identical. That was very rare. Captain Angelica said you were lucky to see three of the same type of artifacts in your life.

They were each different magic, but their effects were similar. Glass cutter of bonding, glass cutter of mending, and glass cutter of fusing. He searched through the pile and found one more. A glass cutter of repairing. Each one of the glass cutters felt bright to his magical sense.

"Hey guys, I think I figured out what this whole place is for," Matteo said and gestured above him. "I think the founders were researching into how to create consistent artifacts. All of these knives have a type of mending effect."

"Huh, interesting," Ilaria said.

"Whatever. Are you done yet?" Dimitris said.

Matteo frowned. The rest of them had been waiting for him this whole time and were bored. They didn’t seem to care about the founders as much as he did. That was their loss. He was going to claim the glass cutters as his own share of the loot. One of them was green, anyway.

The rest of the pile of loot was mostly normal. Matteo quickly sorted it into their respective colors. The last artifact was one of the oldest. He brushed off a thick layer of dust to reveal a green magic cube covered in writing. Interestingly, the writing wasn’t runic, it was a different flowing script. He decided to copy out the script before he absorbed the artifact. He tossed it into the pile of artifacts.

"That’s the last of them. What did we decide for the distribution of loot?" Matteo said.

"Everyone gets all of the artifacts their color. Since I'm not bound yet, I just get all of the black artifacts," Dimitris said. "Then everyone gets a single pick from the remaining artifacts. We will sell the rest. Chiara and Riccardo get a larger split since they have to share yellow."

Matteo nodded along. They quickly split up the loot and chose their one artifact they wanted to keep aside. Dimitris took the white magic artifact he wanted, so Matteo grabbed the brightest artifact left, a red magic Glass Cutter of Mending. He stuck it in his metal arm so it didn’t get mixed up with the rest of the artifacts. The unclaimed ones got tossed into a bag and four of the squad members started absorbing.


Chapter 40: The Path to Power

Matteo had a total of nine artifacts in front of him. That was after he had absorbed an artifact earlier. Today was a good day. He sorted his artifacts for absorption, dimmest magic to brightest.

"Before you get started, could you tell me the names of these artifacts? I want to try them out, see if I want to bond with any of them," Dimitris said.

Matteo huffed with frustration. He wanted to get to absorbing artifacts. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Dimitris was being completely reasonable. He grabbed a scrap of paper and charcoal pencil. He handed them over to Dimitris and said, "Ready? Good. First one is choker of liver."

"The choker of liver? What does that mean?" Dimitris said.

"I don’t know. That’s just the name my blue box gives me. Moving on. We got a ball of hunger, tongs of joining, glass cutter of combining, and finally a ring of force. Good luck. I hope you find what you are looking for," Matteo said and turned back to his row of artifacts.

The first artifact Matteo absorbed was a scarf. It was a dud and didn’t level him up at all. The next two artifacts were duds as well. Three artifacts gone and not a single level up. He had a theory about why some artifacts didn’t level you up, even if the magic matched. He guessed that in order to level up, the magical brightness represented by the number on the description needed to be higher than your level. If it was lower than that number, you didn’t level up.

No one else could see the number on the descriptions, but it was weird that no one else had the same magical sense he had now. There were plenty of Wardens and Rangers higher level than he was. They all still used the plinth in the city hall to identify their artifacts when they came back from patrol.

Now that he thought about it, he remembered something from selling artifacts on the bear. The buyer had mentioned something about appraiser stamps. Maybe some of those working as appraisers were people with high leveled senses. The rarity of those appraisers also meant that high senses were rare as well.

He stored that tidbit of information away and got back to absorbing artifacts. The next one was a failure too, leaving him just five artifacts. If his theory was right, the remaining five artifacts would each level him up. He picked up a marble.

	Marble of Resilience (Green Magic 8)

	Artifact absorbed. Choose one to level up.

	Pen
	Body

		


Good start. Hopefully, this trend continued. The marble seemed better suited to upgrade his body than his pen, so he selected that.

	Choose one aspect to upgrade

	Green Aptitude : 50% ----

	Strength : 9 >>> 10

	Agility : 14 ---

	Senses : 18 >>> 19

	Constitution : 13 >>> 19



He mentally thanked his alternate interface. If the magic of his artifact didn’t think he was an artificial life form, he wouldn’t be able to identify artifacts and direct his upgrades where he wanted. Anyone else might have gotten a single point of strength out of that marble. He happily selected the option to upgrade his constitution by six points. He immediately felt more solid. Heavier, too. He would have to upgrade his strength just to be able to move around as easily as he did before.

The next artifact wasn’t going to give him that strength, though. It was a literal feather. Quills were sometimes made of feathers, so he directed the level up to his pen. The choice was easy to narrow down to two options. The other choices were too small of a change to bother with.

	Choose one facet to upgrade

	Affinity : 58% >>> 60%

	Magic Energy : 20 ---

	Flexibility : Low >>> Medium

	Activation : Stored Runes >>> Stored Runes +

	Mana Pool : 40 >>> 42



Either he upgraded his pen’s flexibility to medium or he did stored runes plus. The plus sign on the end probably meant that he would gain additional stored slots. Instead of four, he could have eight, or something like that. It would be nice to be able to send eight fireballs screaming towards a swarm of monsters all at once.

The flexibility upgrade was less clear. Earlier, he had been offered an upgrade from low to beginner, so this upgrade clearly was better than that one. He just didn’t know what flexibility meant. In the end, he went with a flexibility upgrade. He would rather have better spells than more of them.

He didn’t feel anything different when his flexibility was upgraded to medium, so he just moved on to the next artifact. Absorbing the Candy Roller of Frailty gave him another hard choice. Frailty was a modifier he didn’t want touching his body or pen. It was too late now, though. He had already absorbed it, and he had to make the choice.

After dithering for a bit, he selected his body. He couldn't afford to weaken his weapon right now.

	Choose one aspect to upgrade

	Green Aptitude : 50% >>> 56%

	Strength : 9 >>> 10

	Agility : 14 ---

	Senses : 18 ---

	Constitution : 19 >>> 18



He sighed in relief when he realized he had choices that wouldn’t be detrimental. It was actually interesting that it was even an option to lower his constitution. He had never heard of that possibility. Then again, he had only been a recruit for a short while. There were lots of things he had never heard of.

He raised his strength and moved on to the last two options: the glass cutter and the cube. The glass cutter of restoration went first. With a name like that, he was happy to choose his body to upgrade. Predictably, he got an upgrade to constitution as his only realistic choice. His constitution was now at twenty-four.

Finally, it was the cube’s turn. He didn’t even know what this thing was. As the artifact turned into motes of mana and was absorbed into his body, he got his answer.

	Puzzle Box of Pain (Green Magic 21)

	Artifact absorbed. Choose one to level up.

	Pen
	Body

		


He was distracted from his blue box by what the artifact left behind when it dissolved. It was a piece of paper with writing on it. It was runic lettering, not something he could read, but clearly written by founders. He tucked it away to study later. He had a choice he needed to make right now.

The writing on the outside of the box made him lean towards using this magic to upgrade his pen. He selected it and read over his options.

	Choose one facet to upgrade

	Affinity : 58% >>> 79%

	Magic Energy : 20 >>> 38

	Flexibility : Medium ---

	Activation : Stored Runes >>> Somatic Spells

	Mana Pool : 40 >>> 48



Matteo bit his fist. He wanted all of these. Every option was fantastic. Sadly, he had to rank them and some options weren’t as good as the others. Since there were a lot of good options, he nixed the pool option. He didn’t really need a larger mana pool, he hardly ever ran out.

Magic energy governed the power of his spells. With this, he might have a fireball that would kill even a hell pig. It would use a correspondingly higher amount of mana, but that was an easy tradeoff to make.

The higher affinity would be nice too. It was such a huge jump; he felt like the pen would do anything he wanted if he chose that one. Somatic spells sounded fantastic, too. Somatic probably meant spoken spells, either that or gestures. Either one might be a faster way to activate his spells. It would be fun to yell ‘fireball’ and have it happen.

On the other hand, it might not be that easy. For all he knew, he might have to do a long chant to create a fireball. Then there was the fact that he would be telegraphing his attacks. Not a big deal against stupid monsters, but it would be a handicap against smarter enemies. They would be able to avoid an attack if he shouted what was coming.

Matteo selected the increase in affinity. As soon as he did, he felt a change trickle through his mind. Not only did he feel like he had more control of his spells now, he felt like he understood how the rune scribe pen worked now. He somehow knew that he could take the runes he knew and adjust them to change the spells they created. Bigger or smaller fireballs, flamethrowers or sparks. He could do it all if he found the right adjustments. With a little practice and experimentation, he could greatly increase his repertoire without having to learn new runes.

He grinned and looked over his stats now that he had made so many changes.

	Rune Scribe Pen Bond with Matteo Del Fante

	Affinity : 79%
	Green Aptitude : 50%

	Magic Energy : 20
	Strength : 9 

	Flexibility : Medium
	Agility : 14

	Activation : Stored Runes
	Senses : 18

	Mana Pool : 37/40
	Constitution : 24

	Level 8

		


This was fantastic. He couldn’t believe their luck in finding this place. In less than ten days, he had gone from level zero to level eight. That took most exterminators years to get to. He would have to thank Private Catherine when they got back.

On second thought, he turned to his squad and said, "Who here thinks we should mark this place on our map and not tell anyone about it?"

Riccardo chuckled and said, "Sounds like a plan, buddy. My lips are sealed."

Everyone nodded along. This place could be their own crystallium vein for years to come. It wouldn’t be able to produce artifacts as quickly as a normal founder's temple would. Once the ambient mana was used up, it would take a while for it to build up again. But every clearing of the temples above would fill this cache.

Based on the piles of artifacts, Matteo guessed that this temple complex was able to passively reset itself when the monsters inside died of starvation. It must be a slow process, otherwise the piles would be enormous. Still, this room would provide them with artifacts without having to traverse a temple. They would just have to come in and clear out black slimes occasionally.

Matteo reached over to his bag. He wanted to experiment with his new ability to adjust runes. As he turned, he saw Chiara. She was sweating and shivering a little. "Are you still doing ok? You don’t look great."

Chiara opened and closed her mouth. With a grunt, she said, "I’m not. I didn’t get any upgrades to constitution in the artifacts I used. Sorry guys, I think we need to head back now."

Riccardo’s eyes went wide and he jumped up. "You should have told me. I got three level ups, I would have given them all to you if you had told me."

"I know. You can’t just give me all your level ups though," Chiara said as she slowly got up. "I will be fine as long as we get back to Victorville today."

She started hobbling out of the room, but Riccardo stopped her and said, "Let me carry you. I got some extra strength with my last level up."

"I can walk on my own. I’m not dead yet," Chiara said irritably.

Matteo walked up to her and gave her bandage a quick check. "Actually, Chiara, you should let him carry you. You can focus on sending out your wasps. You don’t need to be standing to do that."

"You are all overreacting," Chiara said as Riccardo loomed over her.

"Eh, maybe. Just let us do this, ok? We will feel better," Matteo said.

"Whatever. Alright. I am paying for my heal though. It’s my own fault I got hurt," Chiara said.

Riccardo carefully picked her up, and the rest of the squad followed him up and out. The fact that she didn’t throw more of a fit worried Matteo. Her symptoms matched what he had learned about gut wounds turning bad.

When they got outside the mesa, Riccardo started a gentle jog. He held Chiara away from his body and moved so that she wasn’t jostled. He picked up the pace and the rest of the squad was pressed to keep up. No one complained.


Chapter 41: Pain and Regret

Matteo scowled when he saw a pair of ghost bats flying their way. They were one of the smarter monsters, able to predict and avoid most attacks. They were a hassle to deal with even before you took into account their magic abilities. Some could make you sick, others were able to throw illusions of themselves around. They were just a pain to deal with.

They didn’t need that right now. They were doing their best to get Chiara back to Victorville for healing. They couldn’t afford to be delayed. Regardless, Riccardo stopped, and Matteo launched a trio of invisible fans above their heads. It was their standard defense against flying enemies. Ilaria growled and launched a bolt of electricity at the bat.

The bat reacted before she even sent the attack. It burst into a swarm of ghost bats. The bolt hit the closest bat and burst it. She had hit an illusion. She grunted and started preparing another attack.

Matteo sent out a waterjet which burst another three illusions. The real bat was still hidden in all of the copies. Several of them dive bombed the group, turning away just before they hit the invisible fans. They were just distractions. He whipped his head around, trying to find the one bat that didn’t look like the others. He started tracing out another waterjet.

Ilaria finished charging up her attack. A ball of tightly wound lightning crackled in her hands. She threw it into the air and it detonated. Dozens of streams of electricity spun out, bursting all the illusions. A few streamers of electricity came back down at them, but were intercepted by the fans Matteo had placed there. Two ghost bats fell from the sky and crashed, twitching on the ground.

Dimitris jumped forward, finishing both of them off with his short sword. He gestured for Riccardo to keep running. Matteo nodded in thanks as they started running again. Despite the man’s usual asshole ways, he was motivated to get Chiara to a healer.

"That was different," Chiara softly said. "Tell me about your level ups, Ilaria."

"Don’t worry about me. Try to conserve your strength," Ilaria said.

Chiara started to talk, then coughed and groaned at the pain. When she recovered, she said, "I need a distraction from the pain."

"Oh, in that case, I will tell you all about it," Ilaria said. She moved to run closer to Chiara. "I can charge up my attacks. The longer I hold it, the stronger it will get. It creates a ball I can throw. That attack was only half as strong as I can get it. I can overcharge my static halo too. My punches are going to hit hard. I can’t wait to test it all out after we get you healed."

"Thanks," Chiara said.

"I saw your pile of artifacts, Matteo. Tell us all about your level ups," Ilaria prompted.

"Well, for one, my constitution is much higher. I think I gained like thirty pounds when I got tougher. It’s making this run harder, but my stamina is still high because that got raised along with my toughness," Matteo said. He was giving Chiara the long version, since he wanted her to be distracted for longer.

"My senses got upgraded, too. I can see magic now. That’s how I sorted the artifacts so quickly," Matteo said.

"You can see magic? That’s amazing. Does that mean you can see monsters using magical camouflage or see through invisibility?" Ilaria said.

"I don’t know. Maybe? I’ll have to keep my eyes out when we are back in puma territory," Matteo said. He instinctively did a quick puma check. "Anyway. I am really interested in my rune flexibility. I can change the rune a bit to tweak the spell."

"What kind of... changes?" Dimitris said. He was getting out of breath. Matteo respected that he wasn’t complaining about the speed they were running at.

"I won’t know until I do some experiments. I am guessing I will be able to change the size at least. Maybe other changes, too." Matteo shrugged.

"That’s pretty cool. I want to do some experiments too. I got me a strength level up and an armor level up. I think I can shoot quills out of my armor now," Riccardo said. "I can’t wait to get back to town."

"That’s fantastic. Now we have four people with ranged attacks. We are probably the strongest recruits in the history of the Rangers," Matteo said. "What about you, Dimitris? Did you decide on an artifact yet?"

"I’m thinking... yes," Dimitris said between breaths. "The force... ring. I just figured... it out. I wanna... try it out... in combat... first. Then... bond."

"Glad you found what you wanted," Matteo said. It was a bit of a relief. His continued refusal to bond with an artifact had been suspicious. Echidna cultists didn’t bond with artifacts, so his pickiness had Matteo worried.

They continued to run along, occasionally talking about random things to distract Chiara. The conversation that lasted the longest was what they were going to do with their money. They had earned a substantial amount from the sale of artifacts on the bear and they still had more to sell. Riccardo said he wanted a crossbow with magic bolts. Dimitris wanted self-healing armor. Matteo mentioned giving some money to his parents.

The squad booed him for giving a boring answer. He came up with a better answer. He wanted to buy out the fanciest restaurant on the shell for a night and have a party for them and their families. Ilaria asked them to donate some money to Edoardo’s family. Their former squad mate deserved to be remembered well. They all agreed, even Dimitris.

Their conversation was cut short when a pair of owlbears wandered into view. The monsters looked bedraggled, missing feathers and limping. That didn’t stop them from growling and charging for the humans, though.

"Let me see if... I can take them," Dimitris huffed.

The squad slowed to a stop, with Dimitris in the front. He dropped into a combat stance and held up his short sword. As the monsters loped closer, he swiped the empty air in front of him. A blade of force flew from the sword. It sliced into the owlbear’s faces. Both monsters flinched back, tumbling to the side. The cuts on their faces were minor, but they hadn’t been expecting that.

The lead owlbear growled and hunched his back. Matteo knew what was coming and threw up a fan rune. The invisible fan blocked a dozen metal feathers the owlbear had shot at them. He dismissed the fan so Dimitris could continue his attack.

Dimitris thrust his shield forward to meet the charge of the second owlbear. Despite the monster being three times his weight, it bounced back from the shield bash. He followed up with a force enhanced stab to the downed monster. It cracked the monster’s skull. A second hit killed it.

The first owlbear had snuck up behind Dimitris, and swiped his back. Matteo stepped forward to help. Dimitris flew through the air for a few feet, then flipped over and landed on his feet. The artifact coat he was still wearing had protected him from the owlbear's claws. Dimitris grinned and raced toward the monster again. It was dead moments later.

"That was pretty good, Dimitris," Ilaria said.

"Yeah, fantastic job, Dimitris," Matteo joined in.

Dimitris held up his hand and pointed to the ring. "This. This is what I have been waiting for. I told you I would find something good." He looked down at the owlbears. "Although, I admit, these two were easier to kill than normal. They must have been fighting with a different monster before this."

Everyone nodded and kept an eye out as they started running again. Owlbears were close to tier two; they wouldn’t have been injured in a fight against a simple monster like a goblin or pinworm.

Conversation died down. They were about forty-five minutes from the village now. Matteo had been working to see if he could find invisible monsters. Being able to see their magic would be invaluable. He had the squad slow down when he saw something strange behind a nearby rock formation.

He didn’t know what he was seeing at first. His enhanced sense picked up a strange shape hundreds of yards ahead. It looked like someone had tied the tails of nematodes together and they were trying to escape. Then an antenna became visible, and he understood what he was seeing. Thick black tentacles were attached to an insect twice as tall as they were.

"Shit. It’s an eldritch beetle," Matteo said as he slid to a stop. He motioned for the rest of the squad to crouch behind a nearby boulder.

"I thought Alvaro said they were nocturnal," Ilaria said.

"He did," Matteo said. He allowed himself a few choice swear words and then he said, "Alright. We are just going to have to go around. There is no way we can take it on ourselves. Riccardo, Head left around that outcropping there..."

He cut out because the eldritch beetle saw them. Despite crouching behind a boulder hundreds of feet away, the monster had sensed them and was skittering their way. It was fast. Too fast. They wouldn’t be able to outrun it.

"Everyone, head left. I will go right and buy you some time," Matteo said.

"But..." Riccardo started.

"No time to argue, go!" Matteo said and ran out of cover.

He had been tracing a fireball while he talked and sent it roaring towards the monster. The fireball was faster than he was used to. It zipped across hundreds of feet and impacted the beetle hard enough to rock it back. As the flames cleared, he could see the beetle’s shell was undamaged, but it had lost a few tentacles. An uncanny scream rose up from the monster as it regained its footing.

He glanced back to see that Riccardo was carrying Chiara away, Dimitris following him. Ilaria had followed Matteo and was charging up an electric ball. He wanted to curse at her and get her to turn around. It was too late. The eldritch beetle had turned to follow Matteo and cut off her escape. She was with him regardless of what he said.

Matteo started tracing out another fireball as the monster drew closer. He sprinted towards a nearby rock formation, dozens of columns ten feet or taller. Before his fireball was ready, Ilaria whipped her charged attack at the beetle. A tentacle intercepted the ball before it hit the monster’s shell. The ball burst and sent electricity coursing through its body. It stuttered for a few moments, giving Matteo the chance to line up his fireball. He aimed it towards the monster’s legs.

The resulting explosion was enough to flip the eldritch beetle on its back. A dozen more tentacles slid out from underneath its shell and righted itself within moments. The monster’s exoskeleton wasn’t even scorched. The combination of attacks was enough to give Matteo and Ilaria time to enter the maze of columns. They ducked and weaved through, trying to get as much distance as possible.

The sound of shattering stone announced the beetle’s arrival. Column after column broke apart under the monster’s determined charge. Matteo was in the middle of the formation now, rocks looming twenty feet above him now. The monster slowed down as it got closer, its momentum spent. The more fragile tentacles came into play now, working together to break off and toss columns behind the beetle.

He turned to Ilaria and said, "Run, get a different angle to get around my fans, and then charge up your strongest attack."

Ilaria ran up the side of one of the columns, jumped to the other and back again. With magically boosted agility, she made it to the top of the column. She shouted down to Matteo, "Five seconds!"

Matteo nodded, impressed. As the eldritch beetle got within thirty feet, Matteo ducked behind a rock column and fired his fireball under the beetle. The explosion flipped the monster on its back again. It must have been expecting the tactic, and the pitch black tentacles caught it before it landed. It was already flipping itself back when Ilaria’s electric ball landed.

The explosion of lightning sent it to the ground, legs and tentacles twitching. Matteo jumped out from behind the spire of rock and dashed forward. Before the monster recovered, he sent out four fan runes to box it in. They were placed right above the tentacles, but not touching them.

Matteo started tracing out waterjets, one after another. When he was almost done with the third one, the beast recovered and started to flip itself back over. The tentacles hit two of the fans and splattered black blood all over. A drop of blood hit Matteo's cheek and started burning. He hissed in pain and wiped it off, focusing on tracing out runes. The fans shattered before they could do more damage. The tentacles reflexively pulled back into the shell.

With his hand outstretched, Matteo jumped forward and aimed his pen at a leg joint. He knew the waterjet could cut through steel; he just had to hope that three of his more powerful waterjets would be enough to cut it. He released all three waterjets, one right after another, as close as he could get.

The spray of water cleared to reveal the leg joint was cut a third of the way through. He turned and raced away. He didn’t want to press his luck. The sound of rock columns shattering behind him showed that was a good choice.

Matteo wove through the spires of rock below as Ilaria jumped across them above. As he ran, he started tracing out a fireball again. His panicked escape made it slower than normal. Five seconds later, he was ready again. He spun and fired it again.

The eldritch beetle reached a tentacle forward and detonated it. The premature explosion knocked Matteo back, singeing his hair. He stumbled but recovered to dash away. He heard the lightning explode behind himself again. Ilaria cursed. That probably hadn’t hit the beetle either.

Two hundred feet in front of him, the columns stopped. Another hundred feet beyond that, the ground fell away. There was a large canyon directly in front of them. It was too wide to jump over and too long to go around. They were trapped.


Chapter 42: New Solutions to Old Problems

Matteo kept running for the cliff edge, trying to come up with a plan to save their lives. The eldritch beetle continued to crash through the stone spires behind him. The columns ended a few dozen feet in front of him, so even that minor delay would soon be gone too.

Ilaria continued to jump across the tops of the spires as Matteo weaved between them. As she got closer, he yelled, "Any ideas?"

"Run faster?" Ilaria said.

Despite the situation, Matteo snorted at the joke. The monster chasing them was faster than they were. The only reason they were still alive was that the columns of rocks slowed the monster down. Even that probably only bought them thirty seconds. An echoing crash resounded behind him. Make that twenty seconds.

Matteo ran up to the edge of the cliff and slid to a stop. He peeked over the edge. There was a curve to the canyon lip, and then a sheer drop, hundreds of feet to the canyon floor. That wasn’t an option for escape.

A thought occurred to him and he whipped his backpack off. He should have tossed it to run faster, but he hadn’t been thinking. Now he was glad that he hadn’t. He dropped to his knees and rummaged around inside. He found the paper with the rune he needed and started tracing and storing copies.

As he did, the beetle burst through the last of the rocks. When it saw them, it paused briefly to clean itself of dust and debris. Its tentacles quickly brought out the beetle’s natural shine. Ilaria tossed lightning at the clean monster, a fastball aimed to bypass the monster’s tentacles. Almost faster than he could see, the attack sped towards the monster's face.

Almost, but not quite. The ball of electricity exploded on a defending tentacle. The resulting streamers of lightning only slowed down the beetle for two seconds. Then it was running full tilt at them.

Matteo stood back up and pointed his pen at the charging monster. He hoped this would work the way he wanted it to. If it didn’t, he would be dead. He reached out to grab Ilaria’s arm. "Don’t attack anymore. Get ready to run left."

Ilaria instantly dropped into a runner’s stance. She didn’t run yet, trusting Matteo to know what he was doing. He was hoping her trust wouldn’t be misplaced.

As the monster galloped within thirty feet, Matteo shot out three of his stored runes. Three blobs of black oil splatted onto the stone in front of them. The oil covered roughly twenty feet, all the way out to the edge of the cliff. Matteo turned and ran with Ilaria, even before the monster touched the oil. They would be too close if they waited to see if the trap was going to work.

An unholy screech sounded as the monster slid by them. It had been reaching towards them with its tentacles. As it started sliding, the beetle switched focus to stopping itself. Despite its tentacles being very strong, its grip was not. The eldritch beetle kept sliding right off the edge. Its wing covers flipped up as soon as it was airborne. Unfortunately for it, the monster’s magical talent had replaced its wings with eldritch tentacles.

Dozens of tentacles stretched out straight in an attempt to fly, anyway. It didn’t work.

The eldritch beetle plummeted hundreds of feet down to the canyon floor below. Matteo sent a fireball down to the canyon floor. The monster was quickly engulfed in flames; the oil it had slid through was very flammable.

Matteo and Ilaria held their breath to see if it was going to move. It did. Very slowly, it dragged itself out of the puddle, trying to get out of the fire engulfing it. Matteo sent another pair of fireballs down towards the monster. It finally stilled.

Matteo fell to the ground, exhausted. His constitution was high enough that he wasn’t breathing hard. He was still tired. That was the closest he had ever been to death. He had been so sure every moment would be his last.

Ilaria knelt near him and said, "Don’t move."

She took his left pauldron off and started cleaning the wound there. Matteo hadn’t even noticed when it happened. Now that the excitement was past, the pain set in. He whimpered slightly as she pulled the bandage tight. He bit his lip, not wanting to seem weak in front of Ilaria.

"How does that feel?" Ilaria said and stood up.

Matteo grabbed her hand with his right and stood up as well. "Good enough to start running again. Let’s see if we can catch up with the rest of the squad. They turned and started jogging. The mesas and buttes nearby were distinctive enough that they were easily able to get back on track. They turned south and headed back to Victorville.

When the mining village was in the distance, they met people running the other way. It was Alvaro and the mayor, both brandishing musical instruments. They stopped and waited for them to get closer. Alvaro yelled, "Is the beetle following you?"

"Not anymore," Matteo said. "It’s actually a funny story..."

"Did you find any artifacts in the temple?" Private Catherine interrupted.

"What? The temple in the ruins?" he replied.

"Yeah, Alvaro here said that you were thinking of running the central temple," she blurted out.

"Yeah, we ran it. Same thing as the other temples. There was an artifact pedestal, but no artifact," Matteo said. They didn’t want anyone else to know how successful they had been and start snooping around.

"Oh, that’s too bad," she said. Despite her words, she sounded relieved. Matteo eyed her suspiciously. Why was she so invested in the ruins? Did she know more than she was letting on? He was distracted by arriving at the village.

Alvaro pointed to gate’s broken latch as they walked inside. "Your friend couldn’t wait for us to come open the door. I will lead you to him and maybe he will calm down."

Matteo chuckled and followed them into the village. They didn’t have a dedicated healer, the innkeeper had an appropriate artifact. All the foods he prepared had a magical effect. They found the boys and Chiara sitting in the main room, the remains of a feast in front of her.

"I am so glad you are ok," Matteo said.

"Me? What about you? How did you escape a tier three?" Chiara said.

"Escape? Nah. We killed it," Matteo said and sat down. He gestured to the innkeeper and said, "Can we get some lunch and a mead? Thanks."

"No, man. You can’t just leave it hanging like that. You gotta tell us the story," Riccardo insisted.

Matteo smiled, but said nothing. Ilaria laughed and said, "Ok, so you saw the size of this thing, right? Enormous. The biggest beast I have seen outside of kaiju..."

She continued an exaggerated version of events. Matteo was impressed that she was able to stretch the truth so much. It had just happened, and it was already her baby kaiju tale.

...

"Tartaruga should be here by midafternoon. You sure you want to join us?" Matteo said.

Dimitris nodded. "I know I could leave with the rest of them, but I figure some things are worth fighting for. If there are a bunch of Isfet cultists in my town, I will help you get rid of them."

"In that case, we are glad to have you. Our plan is much more likely to succeed with you along with," Matteo said. He tapped a notebook on his palm.

That notebook contained the results of the last two days of testing. Now that Matteo had the time, he had taken advantage of his level ups. In addition to a better and stronger connection to his artifact, he could change the runes to adjust the effect.

The first day was filled with failures. Apparently, he couldn’t change everything about a rune and still expect it to work. There were only a few things he could change with a medium flexibility. When he shortened the outside edge of the rune, the resulting spell was smaller. The shape of that line section also determined its form. He could make a fire jet and a water bolt now.

His favorite alteration was to shrink the fireball spell. He hadn’t been able to use his favorite spell in close combat because of the size of the fireball. Now that he could make smaller ones, he could use the fireball whenever he wanted.

The next discovery he made was the targeting portion of the rune. He could target himself with the water spell and he would suddenly get soaked. A better use of the power was to target his teammates with a weak ears rune. It would help them eavesdrop or sneak around guards.

The final aspect he could modify was the rune’s speed. The fireball was already fast, but he could make it slow. Speeding up the fan rune could create a temporary gale, before the spell self-destructed.

The notebook he carried was necessary now. He needed to refer to it for his modified versions of the runes. He couldn’t wait to get new runes to experiment with. But first, he would need to get the business with their kaiju taken care of.

That afternoon found six of them heading out of the village to meet the Tartaruga rangers and check in. The exterminators were expecting Private Catherine to return, but not the five members of Pend Squad. The squad was nervous about what type of reception they would be getting.

As their home slowly walked towards them, Matteo was struck by how majestic it was. The turtle had its head down, focused on the crystallium vein in the mining village. Its body was dusty green, a forest above the forest. The city on the shell was a world apart. The outer edge of the carapace reflected the afternoon sun. It created a bright ring, almost like a halo.

A few days ago, it represented safety and life. Home and harbor. Now it was their battlefield. They had a loose plan to expose the envoy and oust his co-conspirators. If they were going to succeed, they would have to take risks and hold nothing back. They were putting their lives in danger so they could save the lives of Tartaruga and his residents.

Madam Demetra lowered her scale as normal and they all climbed aboard. The scale wasn’t the only way on and off of the turtle; it was just the fastest. There were rope ladders on both of the hind legs. Matteo wondered if they had ever been used other than teenage kids sneaking down to the carnival.

"Welcome back, Private Catherine. And who did you bring to visit?" Madam Demetra said. "Wait, Riccardo? They told me you were dead."

Ilaria stepped up and said, "The reports of our deaths have been greatly exaggerated."

Demetra stood there in shock as they walked off the scale. "How?"

"I am going to tell command all about it right now. I am sure the rumor mills will get word to you soon," Ilaria said. Catherine and Ilaria started walking inward, while the rest of them turned tailward.

Private Catherine stopped and said, "Hey, wait. You all gotta come with me."

"You heard her. Our families think we are dead. We gotta go home and let them know right away," Matteo said.

Ilaria patted her on the shoulder. "Don’t worry, I am still coming with you. I am the squad leader. They will want to hear from me. The rest of them will report in after talking to their families."

Catherine seemed unsure, but allowed herself to be convinced. Matteo smiled and waved before heading tailward again. The four of them nodded to each other and split up. Each one had a different part to play in their plans.

The first step really was to talk to their families. They needed to let them know they were still alive and warn them about possible fighting on the turtle. After that, they each had different tasks they needed to complete.

<<< Two Days ago >>>

"How are we going to do this?" Riccardo said. "We wanna save the town from the cultists, but how are we going to make a difference? We don’t know who to trust."

Matteo nodded and said, "I have been thinking about it. I have the beginnings of a plan. There are a few things we know for sure, and a few we can guess about. First off, we know Envoy Panagiotis is the local ringleader. The bear envoy called him a mendicant, which means he is ranked high in their cult. We know Lieutenant Evangelos and that Acid wielding Warden are his lackeys. There is a good chance they are planning something big soon, which is why Evangelos sent Private Catherine here instead of going himself. We can also guess that most of the recent recruits from the ground are cultists. That’s why they wanted us dead, so they can bring in more cultists.

"On the flip side, we know that Captain Angelica is on our side, assuming she is still alive. Optimistically, she might just be in jail. We could free her and learn what she knows. Even if that isn’t possible, we know for sure that the director is on our side. There is no way he would allow Tartaruga to be hurt."

"That’s it? We can trust two people, one of whom might be dead?" Chiara said.

Matteo shook his head. "That’s all we know for sure, but we can make educated guesses. First off, I think Colonel Pietro is on our side. When they found that ritual, he was very focused on tracking down the other Isfet cultists."

"Wait a second. You said a lot of the ground pounder recruits are cultists. How were they getting in if the leader of the Rangers wasn’t on their side?" Riccardo said.

"One or both of the Ranger majors are in on it, as well as a few of the captains," Ilaria said.

Matteo nodded along. "Remember when we won the tournament, but a major and a few captains came in and gave the victory to the squad from the ground? That’s because Spiros and his squad are probably cultists. They were rigging things to strengthen their side."

"I knew those mud guzzlers were up to no good. I knew it! Ground pounding scum," Chiara said.

"Most people from the ground are good people. One of them saved your life," Ilaria said.

She waved her hand. "Right, right. But these bastards are evil. I knew we should have won that tournament."

"Anyway, there are some more people we can probably trust. As much as I hate to say it, the mayor is probably safe. The way she hates the envoy might be rooted in a valid suspicion of him," Matteo said.

"I know the mayor. I can probably talk to her to get her on our side," Ilaria said.

"You know the mayor?"

She sighed. "Yes, our mothers were friends. My mom stopped seeing her because she said the mayor was too materialistic. Which is true. If I want to talk to her, I will have to bring a gift."

"Excellent," Matteo said. "Excellent that you know her, not that you will have to buy something. I can give you some money if you need it."

"No, no. We are all rich enough right now. What we need is more allies," Ilaria said.

"And that brings us to the next step of my plan. Talking to my mom," Matteo said with a smile.


Chapter 43: Information Network

"I just don’t know. I run in different circles. Wardens and Rangers consider themselves above the common folk," Matteo’s mom said.

Matteo and his parents were sitting at the kitchen table, talking about how to sniff out the Isfet cultists on the shell. It had taken some time to get to this point. Matteo hadn’t realized how the news of his death would impact his parents. In the time he had been gone, they went from disbelieving to despondent. Both of them should have been at work today, but neither of them had gone.

His father started crying as soon as he saw him. He hugged his son and kept wiping away tears. His mother was just as effusive. She hugged him and wouldn’t let go. Even now, during their conversation, she refused to let go of his hand. It was going to take them a bit to get over the trauma of losing their son. The fact that he had returned didn’t erase that fact.

"Well, let me rephrase that. I don’t know yet. I know just who I can ask. Demetra, Anastasia, and Vasiliki. They have husbands in the Wardens," mom said. She covered her mouth and continued, "And two of them have boyfriends in the Rangers. I won’t say who, don’t ask."

Matteo laughed. "I wasn’t going to ask. It’s far more important that we warn trustworthy artifact bound than gossip about infidelity."

His mother frowned at the insinuation that she would do anything so base as to gossip about the love lives of her friends. That was a lot to glean from a frown, but Matteo knew his mother well. He continued, "Anyway, that wasn’t my only idea. In addition to getting the word out, I was hoping you could help create a diversion in two days, around dinnertime. Something that will draw the Warden’s attention. A riot would work, but I was hoping you could come up with something less violent."

"Less violent than a riot? That’s basically everything. I am sure I can come up with something to bring the Wardens in. Why? What are you planning?" she said.

"It’s actually better if you don’t know. Especially if they end up arresting you. You can’t tell them what you don’t know," Matteo said.

Mom huffed and said, "Young man. I’m not going to put people’s lives at risk unless I have a good reason why."

"Then don't put people's lives at risk! I said less violent, not more!" Matteo said. His mother gave him a flat look, and he gulped. "I promise to tell you all about it. Just not right now. Please trust me on this?"

"You have to tell me, what if I come up with a plan that would ruin yours?" Mom said.

Matteo shook his head. He didn’t want his mother involved any more than was necessary.

Mom looked like she wanted to continue to argue, but Dad put his hand on hers and said, "Do you trust our son? That’s all that really matters."

She huffed and folded her arms. Matteo was happy to have his hand back. She said, "When this is all over, you better tell me first. Whatever you are doing is big. I don’t wanna hear about it from someone else."

"I promise," Matteo said and put a fist to his heart.

"In the meantime, why don’t you give us the long version of how the last few weeks went? I am sure there were interesting things you just glossed over earlier," Dad said.

Matteo stood up and said, "I wish I could. I really do. I got a few more things I have to do today before everyone realizes we are back. We can’t wait for the cultists to make their move."

Mom reached out and grabbed his hand. "Come back to me. Promise you will come back to me."

Matteo pulled her into a hug and said, "I will come back, Ma’at willing. Until then, know that I love you."

That started another round of crying, and it was twenty minutes before Matteo finally left home. He should have just promised his mom that he would return, no matter what. He felt like that would be lying to them, though. The next few days would be dangerous. Very dangerous.

Matteo had bathed and changed into civilian clothes at home. His artifact was tucked away in his arm and his sleeves were pulled down. If he concentrated, he could pretend that the last few months hadn’t happened. He could be a regular random citizen going about his day instead of trying to uncover a plot to kill Tartaruga.

Then again, if this was months ago, he would still be stuck in a relationship that was going nowhere, trying to make a living in a market that didn’t want to buy art, and wearing a wooden arm. Instead, he was wearing a modern marvel of an arm. The art he created now literally resulted in magic, and he had a career that could make him rich. He just had to survive the next week or so and his life would be great.

He shook his head and refocused. He headed out to the edge of the shell and started jogging headward. It was a long way around, but necessary. He was meeting Riccardo, and they had agreed to avoid city hall.

Habit had him looking out onto the landscape as he jogged on the edge of the shell. Tartaruga was stationary, already having started to eat the crystallium vein in the former Victorville. To the south was a spruce and fir forest, to the north was an arid area full of plateaus and mesas. Matteo recognized the canyon the eldritch beetle had fallen into. If he stopped and squinted, he was sure he could spot the fake mesa housing the founder ruins.

He wondered what they were doing here. The crystallium vein was an easy answer, but didn’t feel right. The director usually avoided areas like this. The canyons ahead were deep enough to be a danger to their kaiju. Why risk it for a small vein like this? There were other veins in safer areas, and they had paid the mayor of Victorville a lot to eat this one.

It was all very odd now that he thought about it. He would have to ask the director about it. He was heading there now. When he got to the elevators, he saw Riccardo nervously waiting for him.

"Took you long enough. I thought someone had already scooped you up," Riccardo said.

"Sorry about that. My parents had a hard time letting go of me after they found out I came back from the dead," Matteo said with a shrug.

Riccardo frowned and turned around. "Let’s get going."

"Hey, what was that?" Matteo said, "You mad at me or something?"

"It’s nothing," Riccardo said. He got into the elevator and reached for the throttle.

Matteo gently knocked his hand away. "It’s not nothing. Come on, what is it?"

"My brother was happy to see me. The squirt started crying and everything. Not mum. She said she was happy, but she wasn’t. She already spent some of the money the Rangers gave her. My death benefits. Kept going on and on about not being able to pay it back. I had to give her five stater just to shut her up," he said sadly.

Matteo pulled him in for a hug. Riccardo reluctantly allowed him. Matteo gave it thirty seconds and then said, "I am sorry, man. That really sucks."

"Thanks," Riccardo softly said. "Can we get going now?"

"Sure thing, sure thing," Matteo said. He started the elevator. It took longer than before because Tartaruga had bent his neck down. He turned to his friend and said, "If you ever come back after a long journey, I promise to throw you a party." He paused and then said, "I won’t ask for money until the next day."

Riccardo laughed and shoved him. Matteo tipped up against the elevator railing and flailed his arms. That only made him laugh louder. Riccardo grabbed Matteo’s shirt to make sure he didn’t fall off.

The elevator reached Tartaruga’s neck, and they hopped off. They climbed down towards the director’s mansion. It was like descending a steep and craggy hill. As they arrived at the mansion, Matteo saw something he had been expecting, but dreading.

A Warden stood on the director’s porch, his arms folded. It wasn’t one that Matteo knew.

"What are you doing here?" he said and fingered a red armband.

"We are here to see the director," Matteo said confidently.

"The director isn’t taking visitors, not till after we are out of the shattered valley," the Warden said.

Matteo reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. "Sorry, I wasn’t clear. We are here to deliver an important message. This isn’t a social visit."

"What kind of message, who sent you?" the Warden said.

Matteo raised an eyebrow. "I think you know I can’t tell you that. That’s not how this works."

This seemed to throw him. He looked around. "How what works?"

Matteo tsked. "I guess they didn’t tell you. Whatever. We have to deliver the message and wait for him to write a response. Don't tell anyone we were here." He tapped his shoulder meaningfully.

"That’s not... my orders are to keep visitors out," the Warden said.

He put a hand to his temple and rubbed it. "Please don’t make this a whole thing. You can report this visit to your superiors and they will tell you to forget that you saw us. Just don't tell anyone who believes in the wrong goddess, you know?"

Riccardo and Matteo stared him down with a bored look on their faces. The Warden looked back and forth between the two of them. Eventually he said, "Alright, fine. You better believe I am telling the commander about this."

Matteo nodded smartly and said, "I would expect nothing less. We will be right back out after he writes up the response."

They walked into the mansion, leaving the Warden on the porch. They saw a large entryway, leading to an empty living room and kitchen. The entire house was slanted to the side because their kaiju was still eating. None of the rooms had corners, instead the walls curved up so you could stand flat no matter what the position of the turtle’s head. There were a pair of grand staircases leading to the second floor, one normal one, the other connected to the wall. The second one was the most convenient right now, so they took that up to the second floor.

"How did you know to have a fake letter ready?" Riccardo said as they climbed.

"I didn’t. This is my scratch paper for copying down runes," Matteo answered.

"What if that hadn’t worked?" Riccardo whispered.

Matteo shrugged. "That’s why you were here. Plan B was to fight our way in."

Riccardo gave him an incredulous look, but didn’t say anything. The upper floor was impressive. It was a large ball with a domed glass ceiling. The entire floor was gimbaled, rolling to level regardless of the turtle’s position. They could see a heavily decorated living room with two doors on opposite ends. Three couches sat in the middle of the room, a wooden one, a lightly padded one, and an overstuffed couch. A low table sat in front of them, covered in random objects. The nearest door opened as they stepped onto the movable floor.

"Envoy Panagiotis specifically promised he wouldn’t demand anything else," Director Chrisos growled as he stepped into view.

Matteo held up his hands and said, "We aren’t with him. In fact, we want to help take him down."

The director stopped and tilted his head. "What?"

"It’s kind of a long story. Short version is we know that the envoy is a cultist and half of the Rangers and Wardens are too. We want to work with you to kick them all off the shell," Matteo said. When the director didn’t respond, he pointed to the couches and said, "I can give you the long version, but you might want to sit down."

The director slowly nodded and said, "Yes, I believe that might be for the best."

Chrisos’ age showed as he shuffled to the wooden couch and slowly sat down. Matteo could believe that he really was two hundred years old. It wasn’t just the wrinkles and the white hair. There was a certain sort of gravitas mixed with fragility. Riccardo and Matteo sat across from him on the padded couch.

"Excuse the mess. I enchant things as a hobby," the director said.

"Of course. We are sorry to barge in unannounced," Riccardo said primly.

Matteo gave his friend a look. Where did that come from? He put his fingertips together and said, "I guess it all started when we were about to be sent out on our exam patrol as Ranger trainees. Captain Angelica, do you know her?"

"Yes, we have met," the director said.

"Anyway, she came up to us with a theory about why new recruit squads had been dying every year. She said that she thought there was some sort of conspiracy and gave us a waypoint stone..." Matteo continued to tell the director about the Wardens that came to kill them, the Isfet ritual on the bear and the proof that both envoys were cultists as well. He ended with a guess about who would be on their side and who couldn’t be trusted.

As he talked, Director Chrisos asked a few clarifying questions, but mostly let Matteo talk. When he finished, Chrisos put fingertips to his temples and closed his eyes. Matteo gave Riccardo a questioning look. He shrugged.

"I know it can be a lot to take, all at once, but it’s all true," Matteo hesitantly said, "The other three members of our squad were there too. We came here right away, so I don’t know if the captain is still alive. If she is, she can back up my story."

"That’s not it. Just give me a minute to think. Kids are always in a rush," Chrisos said. He closed his eyes again. A few moments passed. Just as it was getting uncomfortable, Director Chrisos said, "The problem is that you only know half of the story. Perhaps a third. I am trying to decide how much to tell you. You aren't the only ones to discover the mystery. I am working with them to safely save Tartaruga. The more you know, the more you risk us all."

The director slowly stood up and said, "Wait here." He returned with a map. He slid the enchanting supplies off to the side and placed it on the table between them. He said, "It all starts with this damn map. Fifty years ago, they found the original in a founder ruin, and people have been fighting about it ever since."


Chapter 44: Religion and Politics

"What is it a map of?" Riccardo said and peered at the map on the table.

Director Chrisos said, "Relics. Specifically, locations where relics were forged."

"That’s just a kid’s story, isn’t it? Relics aren’t real, are they?" Matteo said.

"Of course, relics are real. How do you think I direct Tartaruga?" Chrisos said and pointed to a large orb sitting in an enchanted display case.

"I thought that was your artifact. Relics are supposed to be super powerful weapons, wielded by demigods," Matteo said.

He shook his head. "I am no demigod. But that is a relic. Just like the stories say, relics are much more powerful than artifacts. Without that magical weight, there is no way I would be able to influence a kaiju. It’s actually silly that anyone would be convinced otherwise."

Matteo sat back, glancing at the orb, then out the window to the kaiju. The director was right. He knew what artifacts could do. How could he have ever thought that an artifact would be powerful enough to control a kaiju? Even a small one was big enough to house a city on its back. That orb had to be a relic.

Chrisos continued, "The other thing about relics is that they can be predictably created. Our forefathers found a founder temple that creates the Orbs of Binding. With them, you can bind your will to a kaiju. All of the kaiju cities in Carcassonne’s influence owe their existence to that one temple. I am told there are Circlets of Unity in Thatcham that do the same thing."

"So those relic temples are the foundation a nation is built on, right?" Matteo said. "They find the right founder ruins and create an army of domesticated kaiju."

"Exactly. The history books say that the cities on the back of the kaiju started as military forts, and morphed into what it is now," the director said.

"So why keep it a secret? Why tell everyone that relics aren’t real?" Riccardo said.

"Because there are more of them out there. This map here shows the location of two relic-creating temples. One that makes a quiver of plenty, and one that makes a skirt of iron," Chrisos said. "Once those were found, it started an arms race. They might say it is about religion, but the war with Thatcham is about relics."

"Iron skirts? Not very impressive for a relic," Riccardo said.

Matteo shook his head. "It’s the scale of things. One guy with a nice set of armor is a force to be reckoned with. Five hundred frontline fighters with impenetrable armor are better than any army."

Riccardo sat up. "Wait. Is that why the turtle is here? Are all those glass cutters actually relics?"

"Glass cutters?" the director asked.

"Yeah, we found some similar artifacts in the founder ruins north of here. All of them were glass cutters with a mending or joining effect," Matteo said. "Actually, I have one of them with me now." He opened up the forearm on his mechanical arm and pulled out his rune scribe pen, set it to the side, and handed over the glass cutter.

Chrisos turned it over in his hands and grabbed a few tools from his enchanting pile, and started examining the glass cutter. "How did you discover they were all joining magics?"

"The description says it is a glass cutter of mending. Red magic," Matteo said.

Chrisos raised an eyebrow at him. "The description?"

Matteo knocked on his metal arm and said, "This changed my artifact interface. I get written information instead of auditory. It gives me more info than most people."

"Fascinating. You will have to tell me more about that later," Chrisos said. He tapped the tool on the glass cutter. "This isn’t a relic. Not powerful enough. Still very valuable for its potential healing effects, but not a relic. Maybe the ruins you found are broken, or it’s a research complex into making relics. Either way. This is good news for us. It will delay them and help our war efforts."

Matteo tilted his head. "What does the hunt for relics have to do with Isfet cultists killing recruits?"

Chrisos shook his head. "Don’t call them cultists. It makes it too easy to discount them. To answer your question, Tartaruga is one of Carcassonne’s scouts. It’s not something I..."

A voice yelled up from downstairs, "You about done up there?"

"What did you tell him?" Chrisos whispered.

"We brought you a letter and you are writing a response," Matteo whispered back.

"No! I am still writing. Be patient, you little egg! I remember your mother was better behaved as a child than you are now," Chrisos shouted down to the Warden. He turned back to them and quietly said, "I have no idea who that is, but people always believe me when I say I knew their parents."

Riccardo giggled and Matteo elbowed him. He motioned for him to be quiet.

Director Chrisos said, "We don’t have time right now to get into all of it. I can give you the whole story when you get back. Right now you need to go free Angelica."

"The captain is still alive?" Matteo exclaimed.

"Yes, she is being held in the Warden prison, accused of murdering Colonel Pietro. Lies obviously. They will probably execute her in the next few days. Go free her and bring her back here. I will get word to our other allies as well. We will have a meeting here with everyone. We can discuss details then," Chrisos said.

"Alright. We will save her. But when we come back, I want to know the whole story. I am tired of being in the dark." Matteo stood up and put his pen and the glass cutter in his arm again.

"I will tell you what you need to know. Ma’at knows I need the help," Chrisos said with a sigh.

Matteo grabbed the sheet of paper he was pretending was a letter. Then he had an idea and said, "You are an enchanter, right? Do you have any runes I could copy? It could help to break the captain out."

Chrisos narrowed his eyes at Matteo. He stood there and calmly returned the director’s gaze. Runes were expensive, especially useful runes. It was part of the reason enchanting was so expensive. That and it was a slow process that used powdered crystallium. Either way, Matteo was asking for a lot.

Eventually, the director came to a decision and walked to his wall. He pushed a painting aside and opened up the safe there. He pulled out a small gold plated book and leafed through the pages. One of them was loose, and he handed it over to Matteo. "This is probably worth three hundred stater. Don’t lose it."

"Thank you. I promise to return the page with the captain," Matteo said with a bow. There were two new runes on the paper. He carefully folded it and tucked it away.

They headed back downstairs. While they were talking, the turtle had raised its head to chew. They were able to take the normal stairs down to the foyer. The Warden stood at the front door and scowled at them. Matteo held up the pretend letter and scurried out the door.

Riccardo and Matteo stayed silent until they were on the elevator back up to the shell. Once the motor was pulling them up, Riccardo slumped back and said, "I can’t believe it."

"Me either. That Warden is an idiot. That was a ridiculous lie about the letter. He never even asked who we were working for," Matteo said and shook his head.

"What? No. The relics! The war. This changes everything. We are in way over our head," Riccardo said.

Matteo shook his head. "No, this is good. We came here thinking we were five newbies up against the whole turtle. Now we are part of the Carcassonne war effort. I am sure we will have plenty of help and resources to free Tartaruga from the Isfet cultists. Or followers or whatever. Not really sure why he said not to call them cultists."

Riccardo just shrugged, "Dunno."

"Anyway, let’s meet up with the team and plan things out," Matteo said. "We have a captain to save."

They quickly walked through the city. Matteo and Riccardo had to fight to keep their faces calm as they passed a pair of Wardens. They knew that many of the city’s bound were their enemies. Isfet worshipers, slowly working to take over the town atop the turtle. The pair of recruits needed to stay unnoticed to survive.

Even with the runes in Matteo’s pocket, they didn’t have a chance against the stronger artifact bound in the city. He found himself hoping that Lieutenant Evangelos would stop trying to kill them now that people had seen them alive. Maybe Matteo’s contingency plans wouldn’t be needed. He shook his head. He was being ridiculous. Envoy Panagiotis was bound to know they had escaped the envoy on the bear. It was possible the Isfet worshipers were already on the lookout for them.

Matteo unconsciously sped up. The sooner he met up with the rest of the squad, the better he would feel. They had agreed to meet in the central market, where the food stalls were set up. It was a busy place and easier to blend into the crowd. It also had multiple exits in case they needed to run.

"Riccardo! Over here," Chiara said and waved.

They walked over to where she was sitting near the central fountain. She was holding a bag of fried potatoes and offered them each a bite.

"Anyone else here yet?" Matteo said.

She shook her head and said, "No, but I hope Ilaria gets back soon. She should have been here by now. I am worried."

"With good reason," Dimitris said. He had just walked up to them. He took a bite of the fried potatoes without asking. He continued, "She is being held in the Ranger building under suspicion of colluding with the captain. Apparently the captain is alive and incarcerated on a murder charge. I am sure they are after us as well."

Matteo ran his fingers through his hair. He had been afraid of this. That was why he had sent Dimitris to covertly follow Ilaria as she reported into Ranger command. Now they needed to rescue Ilaria and Captain Angelica.

"We heard about the captain from Director Chrisos. Apparently, the Isfet worshipers killed the Ranger Colonel and blamed it on the captain. I imagine both of them were getting too close to the truth. The director asked us to free her and meet up with him and his allies," Matteo said.

"Allies? Who else is on our side?" Dimitris said.

"I don’t know yet. We were interrupted. There is a Warden guarding the director. We managed to bluff him when we were there, but we will probably have to take care of him when we get back," Matteo said.

"Add it to the list. We only have to rescue Ilaria, Angelica, defeat this unknown Warden, and save the entire town. Should be easy," Dimitris deadpanned.

"We won’t be alone. Each step will be easier than the last," Matteo said.

"Speaking of which, how do we do that first step? Ilaria is trapped in the compound, in Major Athanasios’ office. There is some sort of enchantment on the door. It’s glowing. If they spot any of us even walking nearby, they will capture us, too," Dimitris said.

"How did you get close enough to see all that in the first place?" Chiara said.

Dimitris flicked his coat. "I walked through the edges. It was still dangerous, though. I almost got caught."

"How did you use that? I thought you bonded with the force ring?" Matteo said.

Dimitris shook his head. "I hadn’t gotten around to bonding with the ring yet. It’s a good thing I didn’t. There is no way the ring would have been useful in this situation."

"You need to be careful with using artifacts like that," Chiara said. "Unbonded can get sick using different artifacts one after another."

Dimitris shrugged, "I’ll be fine."

Matteo narrowed his eyes. Chiara was right. There was a reason even the nobles picked an artifact and stuck with it. Constantly switching artifacts like that could do permanent damage to Dimitris. After this was all over, Matteo planned to sit down with him and encouraging him to make up his mind and stick with his decision.

For now, he could think of a way Dimitris could help them. Matteo said, "All right. We don’t want to rush in there, spells flying. Ideally, we want them to wonder how she escaped."

"Or, even better, think she escaped in a direction she didn’t," Chiara said.

Matteo snapped his fingers and pointed at her. "Yes, exactly. So, first things first, we set up a false trail. Then Dimitris creates a diversion and disappears around a corner. We use that distraction to spring Ilaria."

"Bait? You want me to be bait again?" Dimitris whined.

"Not bait, a distraction," Matteo said with a smile.


Chapter 45: Jailbreak Squared

"Remember, keep the gloves on. I bought a healing potion, but I don’t want to use it if we don’t have to," Matteo said.

"Yeah, yeah. I’m not an idiot. You know I was doing this kind of thing before you were born, right?" Dimitris said. He was wearing two thick gloves and his artifact coat. He held a small canvas bag away from his body. Wisps slowly drifted from the bag as he confidently walked across the avenue.

Matteo smiled as Dimitris walked into the Ranger headquarters. It had taken a while to get him on board, but their plan to rescue Ilaria was now in play. He checked his pen to verify that four waterjets were loaded up. They were a modified version of the original rune, a smaller aperture created a higher water pressure.

He waited until Dimitris walked inside, then he sprinted over to the side of the building, along with Riccardo. They slid to a stop right outside a window, the major’s office if he counted right. He didn’t dare peek his head up to check. Not yet.

A series of high-pitched screams sounded inside the building. That would be Dimitris, creating his diversion. Matteo waited to see if anyone inside the major’s office would leave to check on the commotion. No one left. He quickly peeked up to look inside.

The only one in the room was Ilaria. The office was large with a mahogany desk dominating the room. Ilaria had stood up and was at the door, trying to get out. It wasn’t working. Just as Matteo had suspected, the glow around the door meant that it was runed to keep her locked inside. Even as she pounded and kicked on the door, it stood there immobile.

That was fine, though. It was the whole reason Matteo was at the window instead of the door. He placed his pen at the window and started cutting. The window had been reinforced with runes as well. That was fine. The jet of water that materialized at the tip of his pen was strong enough to cut through the wall around the window. He quickly used up all four waterjet spells to cut the entire window frame out of the wall. When he was done, Riccardo stepped up and pulled the window out.

Ilaria had seen them through the window and was waiting for them. As soon as the window frame was out, she jumped out to join them. She said, "Thanks. I know you said they would probably try something, but I didn’t expect them to lock me up right away."

Matteo tossed a pair of cherries inside the room and Riccardo placed the window back into its slot. If anyone bumped it, the whole frame would probably fall out. Until then, they would be mystified about how she got out. Continued shouts from inside indicated Dimitris was still sowing confusion.

"Come on, let’s go. He only has so many," Matteo said and started jogging headward.

"So many what?" Ilaria said as she ran alongside him.

"Ice cherries," Matteo said. "You know the kind that people use to keep the refrigerator cold? We plucked a dozen ice magic cherries and Dimitris has been throwing them about. That way, they think it’s just some kids pulling a prank instead of an attack."

"Those were some terrified screams. I thought a monster had gotten inside and was killing everyone," Ilaria said.

Riccardo chuckled. "They weren’t terrified. I think Dimitris started in the baths."

Matteo sucked in a breath. Ooh. The ice magic in the cherries was potent. The baths wouldn’t just be chilly, they would start to freeze.

"This way," Riccardo said, and they all ducked into a small alley. He led them through three more alleyways before arriving at a propped open door. The three of them slipped inside, and Riccardo made sure it locked behind them.

They were in a windowless storage room in the back of a restaurant. The thick stone walls kept it cool for the vegetables and other produce stored here. A dim mana crystal light lit up the small room. Matteo and Riccardo stacked a few crates and sat down on them. The restaurant wouldn’t open until closer to dinnertime. They still had several more hours before the early shift would enter the building. They would hide out here until after the Rangers and Wardens had searched this area.

"Shouldn’t we keep running? We are only a few blocks away from headquarters," Ilaria said.

Matteo shook his head. "No, it’s better that we aren’t outside right now. Besides, we already left a trail heading tailward. Chiara took a few ice cherries and dropped them south of here. She made it look like they were fumbled and iced over someone’s foot. There are watery footprints headed towards the rope ladders on the back legs."

Ilaria looked impressed with the planning. She pulled up a crate and sat next to Matteo. She threw an arm around his shoulders and said, "Thanks for rescuing me. I mean it."

Matteo patted Ilaria on the knee and smiled. He felt self-conscious about how awkward he was being. He forced himself to redirect his thoughts. They had done it. She was free, and they had escaped. This would mean the Rangers would be out looking for them now. That wasn’t much of a change, though. The Ranger organization was already under the control of the Isfet worshipers. They were just pretending otherwise. They were always planning on capturing the full Pend squad. Matteo shook his head and refocused.

As much as this success made him happy, he knew this was the easiest part. Next step was freeing Captain Angelica. She was imprisoned in a room already hardened against magical attacks. That cell was on the second floor of a building full of Wardens. It was right next to the Ranger building. Both organizations would be on high alert now. Breaking her out would be much harder.

Matteo had other plans for the distraction he had asked his mother to set up, but maybe it would be best used to help break out the captain. He had asked her to do it two days from now, which was the perfect timing. Today and tomorrow, they would be on high alert. They might start to relax by the time the distraction/riot started. He really hoped that his mother wouldn’t actually start a riot. He couldn’t think of any other distraction that would draw away Wardens from their headquarters, but he hoped she could.

That part would be crucial. There is no way that five low levels would be able to take on dozens of Wardens in their own building. They would have to get the building as empty as possible before they attempted the rescue. The element of surprise might be just enough to level the playing field against a skeleton crew.

Matteo frowned. Even then, he didn’t like his chances. He would need to come up with something better, something more to stack the deck. He talked it out with Ilaria and Riccardo, but they didn’t have any ideas either.

Two hours after they snuck into the storeroom, they snuck back out. They hid Ilaria’s armor behind the compost bins and borrowed a restaurant apron. It wasn’t as inconspicuous as regular attire, but better than nothing.

They kept an eye out, but didn’t see any Wardens as they walked headward towards the meeting point. Chiara had suggested it. Matteo trusted her, but grew more nervous as they walked into the nicest part of town. He could almost feel the nosy neighbors looking at them from behind drawn curtains.

They passed the manicured lawns and knocked on the door of a large mansion. Chiara met them at the door. She was wearing a maid uniform, mottled brown tunic and gray pants. She ushered them inside and said, "There are uniforms in the parlor. Go put them on and we can come and go whenever we want."

"What is this place? Are you secretly rich?" Riccardo said.

"This is the winter home of some rich jerks. It’s ours for the next four months. The maid uniforms are for the neighbors. As long as they think we are the help, they are going to ignore us. We just fade into the background," Chiara said.

Ilaria looked around the mansion. Wood paneling, gold filigree, ornate paintings, and impractical furniture. The owners were very rich. She said, "Squatting in someone else’s home? Not sure how I feel about that."

Chiara shrugged but didn’t reply.

Matteo shook his head. Chiara was a thief. Of course she would know about good marks in the city. Ilaria shouldn’t expect her to rent their hideout. They were literally going up against the law enforcement of Tartaruga Town.

He walked over to the parlor and grabbed the uniform. The brown and gray colors were the standard colors of maids, perfect for hiding stains and denoting their low status. He ducked into a bathroom bigger than his living room and donned the disguise.

"Is Dimitris here yet?" Matteo said, as he walked back out.

"Yeah, he’s in the dining room. He brought dinner," Chiara said and showed them the way.

The dining room was even more impressive, if that was possible. The dining room table was a solid piece of wood, five by fifteen feet. There were jade plates and silverware set on the table. Dimitris was sitting at the head of the table with a pile of calzones in front of him.

"Where did you get these?" Ilaria said as she took one for herself.

"Do you know that little place by the left front leg, Enzo’s?"

Riccardo stopped with his hand over the food. "Pizza by Enzo or Enzo’s Pizza?"

"Enzo’s Pizza, of course," Dimitris said.

Chiara took one and said, "Ooh, that’s the good stuff."

"I hope you paid for it," Ilaria said as she cut into the calzone with a jade knife.

Matteo had a feeling she wouldn’t like the answer. He blurted, "Let’s talk about freeing the captain. I think we need to have a solid plan if we are going to free her from jail after breaking out Ilaria."

"Captain Angelica is in jail?" Ilaria said, shocked.

"Yeah, we talked to the director. He said the Isfet worshipers killed the Ranger colonel and blamed it on her. He asked us to break her out and bring her to him. He has a few other allies and we need to coordinate taking back the turtle."

"The cultists killed the colonel? Shit. How many of them are there?" Ilaria said.

"I don’t know. We will have to ask the director. That’s not important right now, though," Matteo said. "We need to focus on freeing the captain first."

"I was thinking about that when I was waiting for you lot to return," Chiara said, "I have an idea, a good one. Not sure you are going to like it."

"Let’s hear it. I am sure it’s a great idea," Riccardo said.

"I am glad you think so," Chiara said with a wide smile.

...

Matteo crouched on the rooftop of the building cater-corner from the Warden headquarters. The flat roof of the solicitor’s office was the perfect place to keep watch. The sun had set a half hour ago and the first step of the plan was about to kick off. Both of his parents were hanging out in the city square a few blocks headward from here. They were going to kick off the distraction, but they promised to be out of the area before the Wardens arrived. Matteo had reminded them that worry went both ways.

He turned to Riccardo and said, "It’s almost time. Go get into position."

"I can’t believe you are making me do this," Riccardo grumped.

"Oh, don’t say that. Your girlfriend had a great idea, didn’t she?"

"Chiara’s not my girlfriend."

"We are about to break someone out of jail. I don’t think you need to worry about the rules around fraternization," Matteo said with a smile.

"Whatever," Riccardo said and headed back downstairs.

Matteo looked headward. His parents said he would know it when he saw it. They also promised the distraction wouldn't be a riot. Matteo worried about how they wouldn’t meet his gaze when they said that part.

A huge gout of flame lit up the night sky. Distant screams came from the direction of the city square. A large object floated up above the buildings. It was a paper cat, and it was on fire. Matteo put two and two together and realized what his parents had done. Black cats were associated with Isfet. His parents had sparked some sort of religious conflict and were drawing the Wardens in with the floating cat on fire. It might even bring in the Isfet Wardens because of the symbology of their goddess getting burnt.

He shook his head and turned back to the Warden headquarters. Five Wardens raced out of the building. Matteo had kept watch last night, and he guessed that there were only five more Wardens left in the building now. It was time to start the plan. He could see the captain’s cell on the second floor. The walls were runed and the bars covering the windows glowed slightly. The captain was peeking out the window, trying to see what was going on.

Matteo stood up and gestured to her. She needed to hide under her bed. Once he was sure she got the idea, he signaled to Dimitris. The older man had switched back to his force ring artifact. He used it to punch a hole in the building on the ground floor. It was on the opposite side of the building, but the walls weren’t runed over there.

As soon as the hole in the wall was big enough, Dimitris turned and ran away. He crossed the street and into an alleyway. Riccardo was waiting at the end of the alley. Both of them stood there, waiting for a Warden to come investigate.

Matteo peeked over the edge of the wall, trying not to giggle. Chiara’s idea was to have the Wardens think they had already broken Angelica out. Riccardo had dressed up in prison clothes and adjusted the living armor to emulate the captain’s curves. He looked ridiculous. The only way he could fool anyone was in the dark, from a distance.

A Warden appeared, backlit by the headquarters' lights. Riccardo and Dimitris dashed around the corner, acting like they had been running the whole time. The Warden stood there in shock. Matteo held his breath.


Chapter 46: A Plan Comes Together

"She escaped! Get them!" the Warden yelled. He pointed at Riccardo in disguise and leapt out of the hole in the wall. Blue flames appeared around him and he raced after them. Two more Wardens followed him, activating their own artifacts. One grew his legs so he could run faster, the other started changing colors.

Matteo smiled. Excellent. The ruse took three Wardens out of the already mostly empty building. They would be tied up for a half hour or so while Riccardo and Dimitris led them around town. Dimitris had stashed a change of clothes in a few spots across the city. They would change if the Wardens got too close. Matteo laughed when he thought of Riccardo literally changing shape.

He signaled Chiara and Ilaria to enter the building now. There should only be two Wardens left in the building, easy for Ilaria to shock into submission. They had acquired a crystallium pick for Chiara. She should be able to make quick work of the locks inside. By the time the Wardens realized it had all been a diversion, they would be long gone.

Someone had to be the lookout in case any of them returned sooner than expected. Despite not wanting the job, it fell to Matteo. Everyone else refused to take the position. Besides, Matteo had the best artifact for long range. As long as he was stuck on the roof, he used the opportunity to try out a new rune. It was one of the two new runes Director Chrisos had given him.

The magnify rune created an area of warped space in front of him. Hours of testing allowed him to create a rune that let him see blocks away, as if it was within reach. He was the perfect lookout, unfortunately. He wanted to pace around the roof, but he kept himself still, glancing in the direction the two groups of Wardens had run. The streets were empty and quiet.

The sound of muffled explosions came from inside the Warden’s headquarters. Matteo knew what it was instantly. That was the sound of Chiara using her terror wasps. That wasn’t good. Ilaria was supposed to knock the remaining Wardens out with her electricity. If Chiara was using her artifact, something had gone horribly wrong.

Matteo looked up and down the streets again. No one was coming. He stepped off the roof and fell two stories to the ground. He rolled on impact and jumped up to run across the road. A few weeks ago, that would have been impossible. Now he had twenty-four constitution, and the fall didn’t even hurt.

He raced into the building through the front doors. The tiled atrium inside was already heavily damaged. Two Wardens lay motionless near the doors. Ilaria and Chiara were squaring off against a short and stout woman holding a paintbrush. She was flinging globs of paint at them, each flick a different color.

Matteo paused in the doorway to assess the situation. Ilaria got hit with a blue splotch and froze in place. The stout Warden sent a black blob towards her next. Chiara intercepted it with a terror wasp explosion. Then the Warden turned and sent a red blob towards her. Another terror wasp flew in to intercept it. Chiara huddled behind her shield as the wasp exploded. Bits of red paint splattered everywhere. The paint burned through everything it touched, even Chiara’s shield.

The shield had already been halfway melted, now it was useless. Chiara threw the slagged metal at the Warden before it could burn her arm. All of them had the armor they were wearing out in the field, having changed before they stormed the building.

Matteo threw up a stored fan run directly in front of the Warden before she could throw another bit of paint. Less than a second later, she flicked her paintbrush and green paint splattered over the invisible fan in front of her. The magical paint ate through the fan in seconds. A small bit of paint got bounced back at her from the impact, hitting her left shoulder. The acid magic burned through her uniform and put a small hole in her arm. She screamed and clutched her arm.

"Chiara! We got this, go, go!" Matteo yelled. He had three more fans stored in his pen. That should be enough to hold her off until he could figure out how to incapacitate her.

Chiara nodded and raced through the far door. Matteo threw out another fan rune in front of the Warden before she could recover. Instead of continuing her attack, she ducked behind her desk. It was a heavy stone thing, excellent cover for a prolonged fight. Matteo backed up.

He wasn’t interested in a prolonged fight, just rescuing the captain. The Warden could hide back there for as long as she wanted. He turned to Ilaria to see if there was anything he could do. She was still moving, just very slowly. It was as if she was swimming through molasses. Matteo pulled out his notebook and flipped to the water section. He glanced over at the stone desk. The Warden was still hiding behind it.

As quickly as he could, Matteo traced out a modified waterjet. This one was increased duration and the widest aperture he could create. The result was a thick stream of water that he used to wash the blue paint off of Ilaria. Once the paint was off of her, she sprang into action.

"Watch out," Ilaria said and pushed Matteo down.

A thick floor tile sliced through the air where his head had just been. Matteo rolled and turned to the Warden again. She had changed. Now she was covered head to toe in brown stone, looking like a wide rock golem. She reached down and easily pried off two more floor tiles.

The Warden hurled a tile at Matteo, who was just getting up. He jumped to the left, barely avoiding the tile and the spray of shattered ceramic. While he was still in motion, she threw the other tile, anticipating his dodge. He was only able to put his arm up in time. The tile fragmented as it hit his metal arm. Some shards hit his armor and bounced away, but one hit his forehead and knocked him back.

Matteo groaned and rolled to the side, expecting another attack. The sounds of fighting showed that Ilaria had engaged the Warden for now. He checked himself for injuries. The cut on his head pounded and blood was pouring out. The blood blinded his left eye. His neck was bleeding too. His mechanical arm was seriously dented, but it still functioned.

He looked up to see Ilaria going toe to toe with the stone covered Warden. Her electric attacks weren’t having much effect. The Warden’s stone fists delivered punishing blows. Matteo threw up his remaining two fans in front of her, but the Warden demolished them without pausing.

Thinking quickly, Matteo traced out another rune while Ilaria had her attention. He activated the rune as soon as it was finished, sending a spray of water over the Warden. She held up her hand and sputtered as the spray hit her, but Matteo kept the spell moving.

The rocks fell off her body one after another as the brown paint was washed off her form. Once half of her body was clear of rocks, Ilaria darted forward and touched her. A massive jolt of electricity knocked her out. She tumbled to the ground and splayed across the stones.

Matteo walked up and grabbed her artifact. That paintbrush was as versatile as his own, without the need to trace out runes. He tried absorbing it on a whim.

	Rainbow Paintbrush (Red Magic 30)
	
	This artifact is bound and you are unable to absorb it. Ask the owner to relinquish control in order to proceed.
	
	
		


Interesting. He knew that stealing another’s artifact wouldn’t help you, but he hadn’t known that it was possible to relinquish control of an artifact. He thought that bonding was for life. He shook his head. Not important right now.

One of the Wardens that Ilaria had knocked out in the beginning was already stirring. Matteo stepped over and took his artifact, a rolling pin. Ilaria came over and tied him up with the rope she had brought along. She had a cloth stuffed in his mouth before he fully recovered. They repeated the process with the other two Wardens.

Ilaria jogged deeper into the Warden’s headquarters and Matteo followed her. They quickly went through two smaller rooms to arrive at a door in the back of the building. The thick iron door was hanging open, left that way by Chiara after she picked the lock. As the adrenaline slowly wore off, Matteo’s head and neck started hurting more and more. The stairs up to the jail were a welcome distraction.

Ilaria turned around and put a finger to her lips. Matteo bit his lip. There must be a jailor or something up there that she had heard. A faint voice came from ahead. They crept closer to see what was going on. Matteo bit his lip harder. How could he have thought the building would be empty? Of course, there would be powerful people left here to guard the headquarters and the building.

"... not stupid. I heard the fighting. Who is with you?" a voice was saying.

"I told you, I came here alone!" Chiara shouted.

Ilaria and Matteo crouched on the stairs, just poking their heads up above the edge of the floor. The jailor was holding Chiara in the air. He held her up by her breastplate without shaking, her honey drizzler in his other hand.

Matteo started tracing out the standard waterjet. He wanted to use a fireball, but he couldn’t chance Chiara getting hit. Before he loosed the spell, Ilaria was up and slinking across the floor.

"Alright, fine! I will tell you everything," Chiara yelled to cover the sound of Ilaria’s approach.

As soon as she was close enough, Ilaria sent a small shock towards the Warden. It was enough to get him to drop Chiara. The second shock was enough to send him twitching to the floor. Chiara took her artifact from his hands and untied the bandana from his neck. She then reached into his pocket and pulled out the keys to the cells.

"Tie him up. He is high enough level that he will recover quickly," Chiara said as she walked down the hallway towards the captain. There were four jail cells, but hers was the only one occupied. Justice on the shell was usually swift, and their holding cells weren’t occupied for long.

"They told me you were dead," Captain Angelica said and wiped away a tear. "Thank you so much for rescuing me. I heard them talking about execution."

Chiara nodded and tried the keys until she found the right one.

"Glad to see you alive, captain. We certainly weren’t expecting them to frame you for murder," Matteo said as he tied up the jailor.

She shook her head. "I’m not a captain anymore. They disbarred me when they threw me in here. I am just Angelica now."

"Well, Just Angelica, I am happy to have you on my side," Ilaria said.

As Chiara opened the cell, she said, "Where is your artifact?"

"Probably in the vault with the rest of the year’s artifacts. They have this whole ceremony at the end of the year to pass them out," she said as she walked out of the jail cell.

"Perfect, lead the way," Chiara said.

Matteo hopped up and said, "Well, let us check out the rooms first. No more ambushes for us today."

Angelica was dirty and wore a thin black shift. When she saw Matteo, she swore and said, "We are getting you a healing potion first. You look like you are about to die on your feet."

Matteo wanted to argue with her, but if the way he felt was anything to go by, she might be right. He had been ignoring his cuts, but now that the danger was past, he could feel the blood running down his front. Together, the four of them carefully walked down to the first floor. Angelica showed them the way to the Medic’s office. There was a locked case on the wall with potions inside. Despite not having her artifact, she still had the enhancements to her body. She broke open the case with a single punch. She gave Matteo one and loaded the rest into a nearby crate.

Matteo poured a bit onto his wounds and drank the rest. He was probably wasting some of the expensive potion, but he didn’t care. He needed to be in top condition right away. Besides, it didn’t cost him anything. Speaking of which, he reached into the crate and took another four potions out. He tucked them into the bag at his side in case he needed them later.

Once he was fully healed, they all jogged down to the basement. It was one of the few rooms on the turtle dug into the actual shell. It gave the vault a level of protection almost impossible to overcome.

There was a metal grate ten feet in front of the vault, blocking off the room. They had to get through the security door in the wall before they could even get to the vault. Chiara looked through the keys, but none of them were the right one. She sighed and reached for her lockpick tools.

"Actually, let me," Matteo said and traced out a tight waterjet.

He placed his pen on the bolt holding the door shut and activated the rune. A thin stream of water cut through the metal with a high-pitched whine. Within five seconds, it was through the bolt. Matteo swung the security door open with a flourish. Chiara rolled her eyes and raced inside.

His trick wouldn’t work for the vault. The vault door was enchanted steel, several feet thick. Matteo doubted he could leave a scratch on it with his strongest runes. It was all up to Chiara now.


Chapter 47: Allies and Adversaries

There were two tables in the small room, one on each wall. Chiara walked past them and started examining the vault. Matteo stepped back and glanced around. Several canvas bags littered the tables. They must be storing things in the antechamber while they waited for someone to open the vault. Artifacts randomly came in from the Ranger patrols. Matteo guessed that the Warden’s large vault was rarely opened.

Matteo started going through the bags. One was full of loose rings, probably ten stater worth. The next one was a trio of artifacts. As he was going through the bags on his side, Angelica started going through the bags on her side. It was clear that they hadn’t opened the vault in a while.

"I found it!" Angelica exclaimed. She held up a chain necklace. She immediately threw it around her neck.

Chains grew from the necklace and snaked around her body under her clothes. A cuff appeared on her wrists and ankles. She sighed and her posture relaxed. "That feels so much better. Come on, let’s go. Even with my artifact, there is no way I can take on the Warden’s heavy hitters."

Matteo shook his head. "No, we need to get all of the artifacts inside. It’s part of our plan."

"What plan? Look, we need to go. I know you set up some sort of distraction, but we can’t afford to be here when the Wardens get back," Angelica said.

"Chiara, how long do you think it will take you?" Matteo said.

She looked up from where she was kneeling at the vault door and said, "Not long. Ten to twenty minutes."

"Alright. Let’s see if we can buy you that much time. We are going back up top to keep watch. If you see Angelica’s chain snake down here, it means we’re leaving. We can sneak out the back if needed," Matteo said.

He led Ilaria and Angelica back up to the main level. Angelica looked confused that he was taking charge, but followed anyway. The three of them got back up to the entryway to where they had trussed up the three Wardens. Matteo checked that they were still securely bound and gagged. They had taken away their artifacts, but they were still magically strong.

It was a good thing he checked. One of them had gotten his hands free and jumped up to attack him. Ilaria shocked him before he could touch Matteo. Angelica used her artifact to securely bind them. They dragged the wardens so just their legs were peeking out from behind the stone desk.

Matteo turned off the mana lights and said, "Glad for your chains, Angelica. How good is your senses stat?"

"Pretty good. Most of my body upgrades have gone into dexterity and senses," Angelica said.

"Excellent," Matteo said and pointed. "Set up over there at the window and let us know if you see anything coming. I will peek out of this window over here. Ilaria, hide behind the column right by the front door. If someone weak comes back, we will have you take them out. Angelica will let us know if someone strong is coming and we sneak out the back, alright?"

Both of them nodded and moved into position. Time passed slowly as they peeked out of the Warden’s headquarters. The street lamps revealed empty streets. The sounds of crackling and yelling drifted in and out from the commotion two blocks away. Whatever religious conflict Matteo’s parents had set up, it was a very effective distraction.

"So, why do we need the artifacts?" Angelica whispered as she looked out the window.

"We don’t know how many of the Wardens and Rangers are Isfet cultists. The director said he had a few allies, but not many. We need to do something to even the odds," Matteo said.

"A few levels aren’t going to tip the tides enough," Angelica said. "Even if you got one of you to level twenty-five, we can’t take them all on. I estimate the cultists have dozens of high leveled bonded."

Matteo chuckled softly. "We will level up a little bit, but most of the artifacts aren't for us. We are going to expand the side of the good guys by giving artifacts to the citizens. Quantity has a quality all its own."

"Huh. I don’t know why I never thought of that," Angelica said.

"Probably because it will be hard to find enough people able to use the artifacts. Most people can’t," Ilaria said.

"Yeah, that’s true. And we don’t want to risk the lives of the citizens in an all-out war. I have an idea of how to get around both problems," Matteo said. "In fact, let me run this by you, Angelica. What do you think the cultists would do if..."

"Shhh. I see someone," Angelica said.

They were silent as she squinted and tried to identify who was coming. Matteo waited for the signal to run, but it didn’t come. He looked to the right to see who was coming. Four Wardens were walking their way, carrying a pair of burly men between them. They must be bringing them to the Warden’s jail.

One of the citizens was knocked unconscious and the strongest Wardens were carrying him between them. The other one had a head wound, too, but he was still walking. He kept trying to escape from the Wardens, drunkenly arguing with them. The Wardens holding him were women at least two feet shorter than him, but their artifacts clearly gave them enough strength to keep him in line.

Another glance showed Angelica was sneaking closer to the door instead of away. She must think that they could handle them. Matteo crept over to the entrance, hiding behind the door opposite of Angelica.

The Wardens didn’t notice anything was wrong until they opened the front doors.

"What’s this then? Ho, in there, why are the lights out?" one of the lead women said.

When they didn’t hear an answer, the two Wardens carrying the unconscious man set him down and started creeping forward. The bald one held out an umbrella as he crept into the room. The other noticed the feet sticking out from behind the stone desk in the antechamber. He raced forward to rescue his fellow Warden.

As he passed the column Ilaria was hiding behind, she reached out and shocked him. He fell to the tiles and slid a few feet forward, twitching and shaking. As his companion turned to see what had happened, Angelica sent a length of chain out. It snaked around his umbrella and yanked it out of his hand. He cried out in shock and anger.

The unarmed Warden turned and saw another length of chain coming for his feet. He jumped over that chain and pulled out a club while he was still in the air. He used the club to knock the next length of chain back. The impact sent him skidding back, but he kept his feet. He was strong and agile. It wasn’t enough to protect him from Ilaria’s shock.

The other two Wardens hadn’t been idle. They had seen the attack and raced to help their coworkers. By the time they reached the door, both men were down. The women took up position on opposite sides of the entryway, using the walls as cover. Matteo stuck his pen through the gap in the door and sent out a blast of water. It was wide, so it didn’t cut through her arm. This water rune was still strong enough to knock her back and send her tumbling down the stairs.

Ilaria jumped forward and sent a ball of electricity flying towards the remaining Warden. The bound waved her hand and the ball of electricity bounced directly back at her. If she wasn’t immune to her own power, Ilaria would have gone down. Matteo had been tracing out another waterjet when he saw what happened. He paused for a moment to figure out the Warden’s artifact. Could she bounce back any attack or just energy based ones?

He scooped up a broken bit of tile from the floor and slung it underhand at her. The tile hit an invisible wall directly in front of her and flew back at him. He thought that might happen and had jumped out of the way. He noticed that the tile followed the exact same path back to his former position. He suspected her power reversed the attacks sent at her.

She wasn’t content to just stand there while her artifact defended her. She had pulled out two green orbs and threw them at Ilaria and Matteo. Ilaria ducked out of the way in time, but Matteo didn’t. The orb was a snarl. Magical vines sprouted from the snarl and wrapped themselves around Matteo. This one was different than the snarl he used on monsters. Dozens more vines than normal snaked themselves around him, but none of them had thorns. He found that he couldn’t move at all, not even an inch.

"Greta? Is that you?" Angelica said. Both women were hiding behind the same section of the wall.

"Yes? Who are... Angelica?" Warden Greta said.

Angelica stepped out from cover and turned to Greta. She held up her hands in mock surrender. The former captain said, "Listen, I don’t want to fight you. Not just because of your artifact. I know you are one of the good ones. I hope you think the same about me."

Greta stood up from her combat stance. "They said you murdered the Colonel. Why should I believe anything you have to say?"

"It’s me. You know me. I know you too. When you heard I got arrested, you tried to come see me, right? But they wouldn’t let you. Gave you some bullshit about Ensigns not allowed to see criminals, right?" Angelica offered.

Greta coughed. "It’s true, though. I don’t have a high enough rank to interrogate prisoners."

"Rank has nothing to do with visiting your friend. They knew I could convince you of the truth. I didn’t murder the Colonel. He was a good guy who uncovered the Isfet cultists infiltrating the Rangers. They killed him because they couldn’t silence him, and they framed me because they knew I suspected him," Angelica said calmly.

"They said you were a cultist. Again, how can I trust anything you say?" Greta said, exasperated.

While they were talking, Ilaria had cut Matteo out of the snarl. He stepped forward and said, "The only one on the turtle you can be absolutely sure about is the Director. He could never do anything to harm Tartaruga. He sent us here and we are going back to him right after this. Join us and you can see for yourself that we are on the side of Ma’at."

Greta looked between Angelica and Matteo. She glanced into the building where Ilaria was tying up the people she had shocked. "I... It’s not that simple," Greta started.

"It is that simple. You are my friend and I am yours. Join us," Angelica said with a smile. "Come on, you have always wanted an adventure. This is it."

Greta shook her head and glanced back the way she had come. "Alright, fine. Let’s get the doors closed and the lights on. Way less suspicious that way."

Matteo nodded. Ilaria fed a healing potion to the huge man the Wardens had carried here. His breathing went from labored to easy. He slowly sat up, confused about where he was.

"You had a serious hit to your head. Go straight home and take it easy," Matteo said. The big man could probably be convinced to join them, but their group was big enough as it was.

As the man slowly walked into the night, the rest of them got to work. They tied up the rest of the Wardens and piled them together. The new ones yelled around the gags in their mouths for a bit before they realized it was a lost cause. Matteo gathered all of the artifacts to deny them their magic.

"Make sure you leave those artifacts here when we go," Angelica said. "They will never stop hunting us if we take them."

"Right," Matteo said. He walked down the hallway and tucked the handful of artifacts into the corner of a back room. He walked back to the seven tied up Wardens and said, "Listen to me for a second. I hid your artifacts in this building. We aren’t the bad guys here. We found out that Isfet cultists have been infiltrating Wardens and Rangers for years. I am sure most of you are honest Ma’at worshipers, but we don’t know who is who. There is a bonded on the bear that can read minds. We are going to return with him in a few days. Once we know who is loyal and who isn’t, we can retake the shell. I will apologize to each of you after we know your mind."

Based on the muffled yelling, Matteo assumed they would prefer to have a discussion about it instead of being left here on the floor. Regardless, he hoped one of them was a cultist and would pass his lie along. Maybe it would be easier to hide if they thought his group had left the kaiju. Plus, it would mess up the cultist's plans if they thought a mind reader was coming, maybe they would make a mistake.

"Oop, that’s George, time to leave," Angelica said from where she was crouched at the window.

The four of them raced towards the back of the building. Chiara met them in the middle with a happy look on her face.

Matteo knew what that meant and said, "Good job. We need to go. Now."

"That’s fine. I just needed some help carrying the bags," Chiara said, her smile not leaving her face.

They hustled down to the basement to see the vault door wide open. It was four feet thick. Angelica patted Chiara on the shoulder as she walked inside. The vault wasn’t large, but the shelves were covered with bags of artifacts. There were two dozen bags along the back wall. Matteo guessed that there were about three hundred artifacts here. Angelica wrapped her chain around ten of them and lifted them up with ease. She grabbed two more bags with her hands.

The rest of the squad grabbed the artifact bags, three per person. Matteo stopped Chiara before she started walking up the stairs. He said, "Just artifacts. Don’t take the money."

"Aw, come on. The movement needs money, right?" Chiara said.

"No, we want the honest Wardens to wonder why we left the money. It will help us later," Matteo said.

"We don’t have the time. Let’s go," Angelica said from the top of the stairs.


Chapter 48: Getting the Gang Back Together

The five of them raced out the back door to the Warden headquarters as they heard shouting come from the front door. Matteo was the last one out and softly shut the door. Angelica led the way, not looking to see if they were following. They snuck out of the alleyway and turned tailward.

"No, this way," Matteo whisper-yelled. He led them headward, taking alleyways so no one would see them on the main road.

Greta moved up closer to him and said, "I thought we were going to go get that mind reader you talked about?"

"Nah, I don’t know anyone like that. I just wanted to throw them off the scent. I didn’t even think it was a believable lie until you said something," Matteo said.

"Huh," Greta said, going quiet for the rest of the trip.

Matteo was slightly uncomfortable having her along. He hadn’t ever met her before this. His instinct was to not trust her at all. Angelica clearly trusted her though, so that would have to be enough for him.

The cover of night helped them sneak away, as well as the shouting from the central square. Whatever diversion his parents had cooked up, it was very effective. He would have to ask them about it the next time he saw them. They continued to sneak headward, sticking to alleyways. Matteo was fairly sure they were spotted by nosy neighbors a few times, but none of them yelled out. They were probably afraid. Angelica was clearly artifact bonded, her chain floated behind her holding ten bags of artifacts.

Matteo felt good about their chances until they got to the edge of the shell. Before he could lead them to the elevators, Riccardo stepped out of the shadows. They were supposed to meet on the neck, so this wasn’t a good sign.

"Hey everyone. Hello new girl," Riccardo said. Greta waved awkwardly. He continued, "There is someone guarding the elevators. We didn’t want to get too close in case they are one of the bad guys."

"Do you know who it is?" Angelica said.

Riccardo shook his head. Dimitris stepped out of the shadows. "It’s a Ranger major. I don’t know his name, it’s the bald one."

Angelica scowled. "That’s Alejandro. He’s the one that accused me of murder. Pretty sure he is a cultist and he would attack me on sight."

"Can we take him if we work together?" Matteo said.

"I don’t know," Angelica said. "His constitution is high and his artifact is the orange laser, very powerful. Maybe it would be possible if we distract him? Greta, what do you think?"

Greta swore softly. "I could take one, maybe two of his hits, but that’s it. He is powerful. I saw him kill two hell pigs with one shot."

Angelica sucked in through her teeth. "Yeah, that’s not good. And the five of us don’t have anything that can kill him in one shot. We are going to have to go around. If we are quiet enough, I think I can lower everyone down to the neck over there. We can use the park bench for cover."

Matteo shook his head. "I don’t like the idea of having an enemy right behind us. We are going to need to take care of him. Greta, how good are you at acting?"

"Acting? You want to pull him away?" Greta said nervously. "I mean, I can try, but there is a reason I don’t have a boyfriend. I’m not very good at seducing men."

Matteo laughed quietly. "I am sure you do fine. But no, I was thinking of something else. We don’t have to distract or kill him to be rid of the major."

He pulled out his notebook from his pocket and flipped to the right page. He started tracing out the last page as he talked, "Never thought I would use this one, but I think it’s going to be perfect for this. You just have to get him into the right position."

After thirty seconds, he was done tracing out the rune. It was the second largest rune he had ever gotten to work. It had taken more mana than any rune he had ever used.

"Alright, Greta, here is what I want to you to do..."

...

Greta stumbled into view on the left. She turned and did a stumbling run towards the major. With a breathy voice, she shouted, "Help! You gotta help me, major. There are these Wardens after me. I think they are cultists. You gotta stop them, please!"

She fell to the ground about thirty feet from the major. He looked up to where she had come from, but saw no one. Cautiously, he walked away from the elevators and towards Greta. He stopped ten feet away and said, "What’s going on? Did you hurt your foot or something?"

It looked like the major sensed something was up. He wasn’t going up to Greta and he kept looking around. That suited Matteo just fine.

He pointed his pen at the Ranger and shot two runes one after another. The first was the magnify rune he had recently learned, the second was the strongest fan rune he could create. His target didn’t notice the area of warped space or the fifteen foot tall fan until its effect hit him. The fan was spinning so fast that the wind it created was visible. The concentrated air blasted towards the man and knocked him off his feet.

The high-leveled Ranger twisted in midair and pointed his finger at the fan. A bright orange laser leapt out and shattered both spells. The crack of the destroyed fan rune echoed through the night air. The major’s reaction time and dexterity were well above superhuman. He tumbled across the shell, rolling closer and closer to the edge.

Matteo held his breath.

The major slid to the edge of the shell. He stood up and took a step back to steady himself. His back food met nothing but air. He tried to recover, but physics wouldn’t let him. He screamed as he fell hundreds of feet to the ground. Matteo wasn’t sure if the fall would kill him or not, but either way, he was out of the picture for now.

Greta stood up and walked to the edge to see him fall. Angelica yelled, "Get down!"

Her warning was just in time. An orange laser pierced the air where she had stood a moment before. The major had sent that attack out while he was still falling. His senses stat must be sky high. Another laser attack followed the first one. The second shot hit the turtle shell, but Tartaruga’s natural magic shielded him from the attack. It was the kaiju’s magic ability. A glowing green shield would appear whenever the shell was struck with a strong enough attack.

"Come on, let’s go. Someone had to see the major’s light show," Matteo said.

He led them over to the elevators. Five of them hopped in one and Angelica went into the other with Greta. They slowly descended the ropes in their metal cage, each of them looking up for signs of pursuit. Nothing yet.

Once they were on Tartaruga’s neck, Matteo started running. Only one house around here, so they didn’t have to worry about being suspicious. He glanced back to see Chiara having trouble keeping up, so he slowed down a bit. In short order, they saw the lights of the director’s mansion.

As they got closer, Matteo saw something concerning. There was a Warden standing on the front porch. He had already seen them. Matteo considered their chances of bluffing past him again. The five of them didn’t look exactly inconspicuous this time around, particularly not Angelica and her ten bags held up by her chain.

"I got this. Stay here," Angelica said and dropped her bags.

She retracted her chain and walked alone up to the mansion and up the stairs. They didn’t hear what she said to him. They saw him throw up his hands. The next thing they knew, the Warden was flying through the air. Angelica had used her chain to toss him off the turtle. His scream of surprise quickly grew faint.

She walked back over to them and Matteo said, "What was that about?"

"You like that? I got the idea from you," Angelica said.

"Were you even sure he was a cultist?" Ilaria said as she stared off the edge of the turtle’s head.

"Yeah, I said I was a cultist and asked for his help to kill the four of you. When he agreed, I tossed him off," Angelica said and shrugged.

Matteo shook his head. He was glad that the cultist was taken care of, but she was being awfully glib about all of this. He led them back up to the mansion and knocked on the door. A short while later, the door opened. Matteo dropped the bags and started loading up a spell in his pen.

It was Anthony.

The mayor’s grandson, the one whose lies had cost him his arm, had answered the door. Matteo’s mind started racing. What happened to the director? Was he dead or was he just being held hostage? What kind of lies would this jerk believe?

"What are you doing at the front door? Director Chrisos asked everyone to come to the back door," Anthony said.

"...What?" Matteo said. His mind was stuttering. Anthony was working with the director? He was one of the good guys?

"And for that matter, what did you do with the Warden guarding the door? You better not have killed him. He was a useful idiot," Anthony said and looked out into the night.

Everyone looked at Angelica and she shrugged with a sheepish look on her face. Anthony swore and ushered them inside. "Go right up to the director. He is going to need to know who you killed in your stupid jailbreak."

"The director asked us to free her," Matteo said. "And we did. We added seven competent fighters to the cause. Has he asked you to do anything besides answer the door?"

The expression on his face was answer enough. Matteo and Dimitris smirked as they walked inside. Everyone dropped their bags in the foyer and looked around. They could see more than a dozen people in the kitchen. Soft conversation let him know that the rest of the rooms were occupied too. It was clear that this was the base for the alliance to save Tartaruga.

"What is everyone doing here? Isn’t it dangerous to have everyone exposed like this?" Dimitris said.

"Nah," Anthony said, "The director has enchanted this place to the gills. It’s the safest place on the kaiju." He pounded on the front door and a flash of blue light rose up to protect it.

Matteo nodded, impressed. He walked up the stairs to the second floor, but only Angelica followed him. The rest seemed reluctant to talk to the director. Their kaiju had his head up, so the second floor was level for now. There were four people sitting on the couches in the upper living room. The director, the mayor, the sanitation manager, and Major Martin. They were in a heated conversation.

They looked up when Matteo and crew walked closer. He said, "Director Chrisos, I have freed Angelica as you asked. She recruited someone she knows well to our cause. My squad of five is also ready to fight."

"Angelica, wonderful to see you," the director said and pulled her in for a hug. "Hopefully, you can help me talk some sense into these obstinate fools." He gestured for her to sit by his side. Then he turned to Matteo and said, "I am afraid I will have to ask you to wait downstairs, young man. It’s part of our hex strategy. Everyone is broken into groups of six and only told their portion of the plan."

The mayor sniffed and said, "Yes, the director has decided to adopt my strategy to limit exposure to double agents. It’s hard to know who is on our side these days." She made a gentle shooing motion with her hands.

"Actually, if I could stay for a moment first?" Matteo said. "I have a few ideas on how to turn things in our favor. As the mayor said, it is hard to know which Wardens and Rangers are on our side. I propose we arm citizens with artifacts to bolster our forces."

The mayor laughed. "That is a ridiculously stupid idea with thousands of holes in it, the least of which is that the artifacts are stored in a heavily guarded and impenetrable vault. It won’t work. Your contribution to this meeting isn’t needed."

Matteo stepped forward and put his hand on her couch, and leaned forward. "Actually, I think I deserve to be here. I verified the envoy is an Isfet cultist. I rescued Angelica. I knocked the cultist that accused her off the turtle. And I already broke into the impenetrable vault and took the artifacts. They are stacked downstairs as we speak."

She was surprised at that, but undeterred, "Well, even if you have them, you can’t use them. We don’t know the citizen’s magical aptitudes and we can’t use the plinth to check the artifact’s colors."

"Actually, I can easily sort the artifacts by color. My artifact interacts with my metal arm in interesting ways. Thanks for that, by the way, if it wasn’t for your interference, I never would have gotten this baby," Matteo said and showed off his softly glowing metal arm.

The mayor harrumphed but said nothing.

Matteo tilted his head. "I told you what I bring to the table. How about you? How are you helping free the turtle?"

She sputtered and said, "I don’t have to defend myself. I am the mayor! Chrisos, tell him to leave."

They both turned to look at the director. He looked up at Matteo with his eyes squinted, making his skin even more wrinkly than normal. Chrisos frowned slightly.


Chapter 49: The Best Laid Plans

"Young man, can you behave yourself if I let you stay? You will help no one if all you do is fight," Director Chrisos said. He looked older and frailer than normal at that moment.

Matteo felt bad for giving him another thing to worry about. He had been overeager to put the mayor in her place. He hadn't considered how it would affect everyone else. He said, "Yes, sir. I want to work together with everyone to free Tartaruga from the cultists." He sat down in the only free seat, next to the mayor.

"Rebels, not cultists. They might be followers of Isfet, but I believe they are backed by the Thatcham army. Do not underestimate them," Chrisos said.

Everyone around the room nodded, and the director continued. "We were discussing when to make our move. I was advising caution, but these three snots want to get started tomorrow. Do either of you two have anything to add?"

Angelica sat forward and said, "I am afraid they might have a point. I believe the Isfet cul... rebels suspect something. When we got to the elevators, Major Alejandro was waiting there. He is the one that put me in jail, so we knew he was working against us. Matteo used his artifact to blow him off the shell. When he doesn’t report back in, they are going to suspect something."

"That’s great news," Major Martin said. "He was one of their heaviest hitters. That shifts the balance of power into our favor. Good job, recruit!"

Matteo nodded. He didn’t know Martin well, mostly just that he was a Ranger major. Still, it was nice having his praise. He had done a lot for someone who hadn’t even used magic a few months ago.

"That is helpful, yes. It does accelerate our timetable, though. We still need to get a better handle on who is who," Chrisos said. He turned to the sanitation manager and said, "Pablo, how is it coming with your workers? Any new leads?"

Pablo pulled out a sheaf of papers. "Like I said before, it’s hard. We can eavesdrop where no one expects us, but people don’t always spill their secrets where we can hear. You gave me a list of a hundred and twenty names to check, and we have cleared everyone in your mansion today. That’s twenty-four people down. Of the remaining ninety-six, we know the identities of twenty-one cultists, I mean rebels. That leaves us with these seventy-five names. We don’t know if they are mostly on our side or theirs. It could go either way."

"Do you have the envoy under surveillance? I heard him called a mendicant. He is probably the leader," Matteo said.

"Yes, we knew he was a cultist, the director told us. I didn’t know he was the cult.. rebel leader though. He is supposed to get back in the morning. I will have my people watch him then."

"Get back?" Angelica said.

"Yeah, it was Envoy Panagiotis’ idea to come here. He left a few days ago to talk to Victorville’s mayor, but we think he was out hunting..." Pablo paused and looked at Matteo, then back to the director. "Does he know... you know?"

"Some of it. Go ahead, speak freely," Chrisos said.

"He had a lead on some founder’s ruins that produced relics. He thinks it’s just north of here. Since the director refused to get any closer, the envoy took a squad up there. Hopefully, he doesn’t find anything, otherwise we will find ourselves in the middle of the next conflict," Pablo said.

Matteo smiled. "I bet he will come back cranky. I took my squad to the ruins you are talking about by chance. We cleared out all of the artifacts there. It was tricky. I doubt he will figure it out. Even if he does, the ruins only produce advanced artifacts, not relics."

"Thank Ma’at. She sends us this trial, but at least we won’t be joining the fight for relics. Our little turtle would be eaten by their combat kaiju," Pablo said.

"Indeed. I saw a crocodile kaiju once, with a mouth big enough to swallow Tartaruga whole," Chrisos said.

Matteo shivered at the image. His entire home, gone in one gulp of a power hungry kaiju. It was a terrifying thought, particularly when you considered the stories of it happening before. When he refocused his attention on the room, the conversation had moved on.

"The most important thing for both of us is that ritual," the mayor said. "If we attack it, we will find out who is on our side without all this sneaking around."

"What ritual?" Angelica said.

"Remember the Isfet ritual we found a few months ago? They told us it was destroyed, but it wasn’t. It’s vital to their plans," the mayor said.

"Why? Can’t they just worship somewhere else?" Angelica replied.

"It isn’t a ritual for worship, it’s a ritual that slowly saps Tartaruga’s strength. The rebels carved it into his shell so they can feed a helpless meal to their war kaiju. They reactivated the ritual yesterday in anticipation. Most likely because their kaiju is near. Once we break it, they will attack us. They have no choice since the Thatcham kaiju is only a few days away, ready for a meal. If Tartaruga regains his strength, it will destroy their whole campaign."

Pablo said, "It’s a horrible idea to break the ritual before we know who is who. Dozens would die in the chaos. If you give us a few more days, I am sure we can get more info and save lives," he said and shook his head. "I am sure we will have several conversations to listen in on when the envoy returns."

"We don’t have time to sit around and wait for someone to blab. We need to go with my plan," Major Martin said.

"This again. Has your Ranger private been practicing? Because if it isn’t convincing, it will be worse than useless," the mayor said.

"Practicing what?" Angelica said.

The mayor flipped her gray hair and said, "The major here wants to bait out the rebels using illusions. It would be a good idea if the private holding the illusion artifact was any good at them."

"Hey now, he has always been very good with one image. It’s just two images that have been hard. I bet if we used some of the Warden’s artifacts to him level him up, everything will be fine," Major Martin said. He turned to Matteo and said, "What do you think? Can we spare some red artifacts?"

"Probably, I will have to inventory them. What’s the plan?" Matteo said.

The major leaned forward and excitedly said, "We bring the Wardens in one at a time, right? They see the leader of the rebels there—the envoy apparently—holding me hostage and he tells them, ‘Thanks for coming in, fellow Isfet follower. This guy found us out. I need you to kill him and dump the body off the shell.’" He acted out this part as he spoke. "‘If he tries to kill me, he is a rebel. If he doesn’t, he is with us.’ The best part is that both of them are illusions and no one is in danger."

Not a bad idea, Matteo thought. It wouldn’t be a perfect method, but it would be a quick way to winnow out the stupider Isfet cultists.

The director nodded. "Yes, if we can quickly level him up, that’s a viable plan. Martin, I want you to work with... with this young man to get the artifacts you need. Start the operation at noon. Try and get through as many as possible before they discover we are onto them. Take your hex and start setting it up now."

Matteo was a bit disappointed that the director had forgotten his name. He thought he had done enough to be memorable. Still, his pride wasn’t important. The important thing was saving the town. He got up and followed Major Martin down the stairs. The rest of the leaders continued working through the plans.

Dimitris saw him walk downstairs. "What’s the plan, man? Are we going into battle soon? None of these grunts seem to know what we are doing."

"For now, we are sorting artifacts. Help me bring all the bags into this room," Matteo said.

Ilaria was standing near Dimitris and moved to help as well. Chiara and Riccardo were nowhere to be seen. Probably off somewhere in a dark room celebrating the successful jailbreak.

It took a few trips, but they soon had all the bags in the dining room. Matteo dumped one of the bags onto the table and ten artifacts spilled out. He used his enhanced senses to sort them by magic color into different piles. He was tempted to absorb all the green magic artifacts, but held off. The artifacts would be more useful to bolster their forces than leveling up. He grabbed another bag and kept working.

The third bag was actually just money. Three hundred gold stater. Matteo wanted to chastise Chiara for it, but decided against it. When this was all over, they would be rebuilding the Wardens from the ground up. Who cared if the coffers were a little lighter? He tucked ten stater into his pocket.

"Ilaria, pass this out to everyone, ten stater each. Tell them it’s funds for the loyalist army," Matteo said and handed over the bag.

She looked surprised, but didn’t say anything. It wasn’t nearly the biggest surprise they had. Not by a long shot. As she went off to pass out the gold, Major Martin walked into the dining room. A new Ranger private walked in behind him.

"Do you have four red artifacts yet? I think that’s all that it would take to get the functionality needed to boost his illusions up to two people," Martin said.

Matteo frowned at the man behind him and said, "Are you sure this guy is on our side? He’s one of the new recruits from the ground. Most of the Isfet cultists came from the ground, and I am positive that at least half of his team wanted to kill me during training."

The illusionist stepped forward. "Not everyone living on the ground is scum. Most of us worship Ma’at. And yes, they have thoroughly vetted me."

"... Fine. That pile there is red magic," Matteo said reluctantly. He didn’t quite trust the man, but he didn’t have to. Their initiative to identify rebels was separate from his mission to arm the citizens. If the illusionist betrayed them, it was on them.

One after another, the illusionist picked up artifacts and absorbed them. The artifacts dissolved into motes of mana one after another. He spoke to his artifact, saying, "Needle," each time.

When he was done Major Martin said, "Did it work? Let’s see it."

Three copies of Major Martin walked into the room. They stood behind the illusionist and folded their arms. "Yes, it worked," the illusionist said with a smile.

Matteo nodded along. He was impressed. That was an impressive level of detail for a low leveled illusionist. It might have fooled him if he wasn’t paying attention. He shooed them out and got back to work sorting artifacts.

A half hour later, he was done. There were eight piles. About twenty each of yellow, red, orange, green, and black. There were ten purple and three white. There were fewer artifacts than he had expected, but some of them had been large. The table was covered now.

Most of the artifacts were strong, too. Judging by the brightness of the magic within them, very strong. That rumor was true. The Wardens really did keep the best artifacts for themselves and gave the lower quality artifacts back to the Rangers. No wonder the Wardens were consistently higher ranked than the Rangers.

That was one of the things he hoped would change after they got rid of the rebels. The Rangers faced monsters every day. It made more sense for them to be high leveled. Wardens mostly had to deal with people and the occasional flying monster. If Rangers got first pick of the artifacts, more lives would be saved all around.

Matteo gravitated over to the green magic artifacts. He picked up an artifact with the brightest magic, a cat statuette. He wished he could identify it without absorbing it. He could use a few level ups, but didn’t want to waste any of these artifacts. Every one of them could empower his neighbors to help with the fight.

"Are we picking artifacts now? I want one. Do your thing with the artifact names," Dimitris said.

Matteo looked to his left. He hadn’t heard Dimitris sneak up like that. "Oh, did you already bond with your artifact then? You chose the ring of force, right?"

Dimitris held up his hand and said, "Yep, bonded with the ring. I leveled up a few times too. The only reason I am still wearing the coat is that it is fantastic armor. It’s the perfect slashing and piercing defense."

Matteo nodded. That was an excellent point. Since artifacts were almost indestructible, no mundane weapon would be able to skewer him. He would just need to add a layer to protect against blunt force. Matteo made a mental note to keep an eye out for wearable artifacts for himself.

He started sorting through the black artifacts for something compatible with the ring. Lamp of biting, nope. Sandglass of pain, not even close. Resonating cap, maybe. Then he found just the ring thing. He handed over a wooden spoon and said, "Impact spoon. It should be a perfect addition to your ring."

Dimitris absorbed the artifact right away. It dissolved into motes of mana. His face fell. "Dud."

"Ah, that’s too bad. I thought all of these were strong enough to level up with," Matteo said. "Should I get you another one?"

"Not yet. I am going to go talk to the high-ranked Wardens, see if there are any secrets to leveling up we don’t know yet," Dimitris said.

"Good idea. Let me know how it goes," Matteo said and returned to the artifacts.

He decided that everyone that helped liberate these artifacts should get one or two of them to absorb. He might as well pick out good ones for the rest of them. It took some time, but he eventually found what he wanted.

A Concept hair tie for Chiara, hopefully to help her control her terror wasps better. A spade of tempo for Riccardo to help him move faster in his armor. A storage knife for Ilaria, so she could charge up her attacks for longer. He would have to ask Greta and Angelica for their magic colors.

Before he left the room, he went back to the pile of green artifacts. The cat statue was calling his name, so he grabbed it. The leather-bound notebook seemed like it was made for him, so he grabbed that too. It fit his pen theme so well, he bet it would be perfect for leveling up.

He walked out of the dining room, looking for his friends. Instead, he found the one person in the mansion he couldn’t stand. The mayor.

"Oh, good, you are still here. Please help me bag up these artifacts. I will be in charge of distributing them to the populace," she said.


Chapter 50: Twilight of the Longest Night

Matteo stood there in shock for a moment. He wasn’t sure what he was more surprised about. The fact that his idea was being given to someone else or the fact that the mayor said please. After a moment, he realized that the ‘please’ was the more shocking fact. It made sense that she would be in charge of this project. She was the mayor and had easy access to the leaders of the town. She would be the best person to distribute the artifacts to willing combatants.

When he didn’t say anything, she looked away and pulled a strand of hair behind her ear. "Look, I was wrong, ok?"

"What?" Matteo said numbly.

"I was really scared when Tony came back home hurt. It’s how his mom and dad died, both of them to the same monster hoard. That little snot is the only family I have left. When he got hurt, I overreacted. After I came to my senses, it was too late," she softly said.

"I lost an arm. It could have been healed. But no. You had to target me specifically, not the lieutenant who turns out was a rebel. Not Theo, who threw the damn needle. You targeted me," he said, anger rising.

"Look, I’m not telling you it was justified or anything. I am not even asking you to forgive me. I am just saying you were right, I was wrong. I shouldn’t have acted out of fear like that," the mayor said earnestly.

Matteo didn’t know what to say. His emotions ran hot, his face flushed. He didn’t want to snap at her, not after she apologized. He also had no intention of forgiving her. What she did was inexcusable. He was fairly sure the director had given her a dressing down and told her to be nice to him. It was the only reason he could think of for her sudden change of heart. Regardless, she apologized. Matteo sighed and pointed to the table and said, "This pile has the yellow magic artifacts. I’ll help you load them up."

Together, they loaded up the artifacts, stacking the full bags along the wall. The mayor thanked him and he walked away, confused. He didn’t know what to make of that. The old woman was so arrogant that he didn’t even know her real name. She insisted everyone call her mayor. And yet. It seemed like she was sincerely apologizing. Maybe the director made her do it, or maybe she was genuinely trying to change her ways. Maybe both.

Matteo shook his head to clear the distraction. He wandered out of the dining room to find the rest of his squad and help them level up.

The mansion had an understated old-world charm to it. Square rooms, minimally decorated, with an abundance of wood throughout. Everything was large, as if built for an enormous family. The kitchen had stone countertops, but not the monochrome magically created stone. It looked like something that had been mined.

There were a dozen people in the kitchen, but none he wanted to talk to. He recognized Theodore and Mykonos. Two of the people he had done his Warden test with. Matteo turned and walked away before they saw him. The next room was a library, dark and quiet. A half-dozen people sat in comfy chairs, quietly chatting.

He noticed Dimitris sitting in a corner talking to someone. Hopefully, he was learning lots of secrets he would share with the squad. Matteo was about to leave, but he saw Deacon Lorenzo sitting with a pair of Rangers. He wandered over; he hadn’t realized they recruited civilians like him.

"Deacon, good to see you here. I didn’t know men of the winged goddess were allowed to fight," Matteo said.

The deacon turned and smiled. "Matteo, I knew you would be on the side of the righteous. You are right, we are discouraged from fighting in the conflicts of men. However, I have learned this conflict is larger than that. The goddesses are moving, Echidna and Isfet are upsetting the balance and it’s up to us to restore maat."

"The goddesses are moving? What makes you say that?" Matteo said.

"Well, the director thinks it’s because we are close to finding relic factories, enough to turn the tides of the war. I think it’s much bigger than that. The Ma’at cardinals have sent us updates recently that detail serious changes in the aurora of the world," the deacon exclaimed.

Matteo just stared at him. He had no idea what that meant.

"Aurora? Magical ether? None of that means anything to you, does it?" The deacon said with a sigh, "No matter. We are in the perfect room to educate you on the implications of this change. Kraus and Oppenheimer published a wonderful analysis of the goddess’ physical impact on the world. Once you have read that, I can walk you through Thiago’s book on proto magics. Or actually, maybe Vega’s treaties are a better spot for beginners."

Lorenzo hopped up and pulled books off the bookshelf. Matteo stood there, unsure how to tell him it would be a wasted effort. He only read for fun, scholarly books put him to sleep. He said, "I’m uh, not sure if I, uh..."

"Ah, but perhaps now is not the time for detailed explanations. I may have gotten slightly excited there," the deacon said sheepishly. "Suffice it to say, we live in interesting times. The goddess’ powers are growing stronger and mana concentration is growing in this part of the world. The next few years will decide the fate of man for centuries to come. I am taking a more active role to ensure justice and balance come out on top. It is our duty to be the best tools in the hands of Ma’at."

"Glad to have you on our side, Deacon. Maybe we can have a longer conversation once we have retaken the town," Matteo said.

"I look forward to it," Deacon Lorenzo said with a smile. "In the meantime, I believe your friend is trying to get your attention."

Matteo turned to see Angelica standing at the door, motioning for him to come over. Dimitris walked up with him. Greta, Ilaria, Riccardo, and Chiara were standing behind her. She said, "Alright, that’s everyone. You six are a hex. You will be supporting my hex when we move in on the ritual. Tomorrow, sometime after noon, we will attack and disable the ritual under the Mattarella Estate. It’s vital to the rebel’s plans, so they will fight back. Your job will be to watch our back.

"Set up somewhere nearby, and watch for us to move in. Once we enter the estate, we expect the fighting to start. Your part of the plan will be to protect us from anyone attacking from tailward. A different hex will be in charge of defending from headward."

Angelica turned to Matteo. "I am trusting you with Greta, one of my closest friends. Don’t let her die. Also, the director said to remind you not to tell anyone what you know of the wider plan. Everything is need-to-know."

"Yes, sir," Matteo said and saluted.

She laughed at his salute and gestured for him to leave. Matteo smiled and headed out. He hoped that Angelica would end up leading the Rangers after this was all over. The six of them walked out of the director's mansion. It was still night out, but not for long. They needed to get out of sight soon. Luckily, they already had a place near the Mattarella Estate to hole up in. The mansion Chiara had broken into was only a block and a half tailward of the estate with the Isfet ritual.

They snuck through the city, avoiding pairs of Wardens on patrol. They clearly knew something was up. Thankfully, they reached their destination without being seen. Chiara quickly let them into the locked mansion, and they hustled inside.

"Everyone, find a bed and get whatever rest you can. Noon will come soon enough," Matteo said.

The squad split up and claimed beds. Riccardo and Chiara made a show of entering different rooms. Matteo rolled his eyes. He didn’t know why they were still trying to hide their relationship. He had a passing thought about how nice it would be if Ilaria kept him company in his bed. He immediately shook his head and took the closest room.

...

"I can’t believe your plan doesn’t involve me being bait of some sort," Dimitris said.

"Don’t worry, I am sure I will think of something before the fighting starts," Matteo said and knocked on the door.

The six of them were wearing the typical brown and gray uniforms of housekeepers, standing outside of the servant entrance to a mansion tailward of the Mattarella Estate. Matteo hadn’t even known that there was a separate entrance for servants until Chiara had brought it up. There was only a low wall separating them from the lawns of the estate the cultists had taken over.

A young maid answered the side door and hesitantly said, "Yes?"

"Excellent. Thanks for answering the door," Matteo said as he walked into the kitchens. The rest of the squad walked in with him.

The maid sputtered as they gently pushed past her. "Excuse me! Who are you?"

"It’s quite alright, you are excused," Matteo said. Before he could laugh at his own joke, he continued, "Will you please bring the masters of the house here? The Wardens are conducting a police action nearby, and we wish to discuss everyone’s safety." He flashed Greta’s Warden badge to allay her suspicion.

She reluctantly agreed and walked off to find the owners. Matteo followed her into the foyer and waited there for the masters of the house. He thought it was kind of funny that he was using deceptive practices to tell the truth. There really was going to be a fight nearby, and it would be better if everyone left. The fact that they weren’t all Wardens wasn’t important.

"What are you doing in my house?" An older woman said from the top of the stairs. Her rolls of fat were a testament to the household’s cook.

"Greetings, good lady," Matteo said, "I am Private Martin with the Tartaruga Wardens. We are here for your safety. I imagine you have heard what happened with your neighbors?" He gestured towards the Mattarella Estate next door.

She paused in the middle of the staircase and glanced out the window. Her expression went from furious to cautious. She said, "Yes. Arrested in the middle of the night. Never to be seen again. What does that have to do with me?"

"Surely you have seen that although he was arrested, the estate has had steady traffic," Matteo said. "We believe the traitor wasn’t working alone. We are conducting arrests this afternoon. My squad was assigned to your mansion for the duration."

"So you are, what, here to protect me?" she said as she reached the ground floor.

"Not exactly. We are here to support the arresting officers and protect all citizens in the area. That could involve you, should you decide to stay here. If you decide to leave, though, I don’t recommend returning until nightfall when it is safe," Matteo replied.

A series of expressions crossed her face, from indignant to fearful. She turned to her steward and said, "Marcus. I am leaving for the day. Ensure that they do not make a mess and protect the house and grounds."

Without another word, the mistress of the house walked out the front door. She furtively looked up and down the street and scurried tailward. The steward looked nervously between her employer and the squad.

Matteo chuckled and turned to the remaining staff. "I don’t think there will be much danger. We will set up in a room with headward facing rooms. I promise we won’t make a mess of the place, in exchange, could we convince you to bring us snacks and drinks?"

"Right away, sir," the steward said.

Soon enough, they were sitting in the drawing room with tea, biscotti, and gelato. The maids had excused themselves and the squad lounged on the soft cushions.

Riccardo said, "I don’t know how you did it, but you are the best squad leader ever." He saluted Matteo with a biscotti.

He chuckled and replied, "It’s all about confidence. Dimitris, will you please open the windows? I want a quick exit if we see any fighting."

Matteo took a sip of his tea and kept a careful watch out. Angelica acted like they were just a backup, but he had a feeling they were going to be needed. He set up a magnifying rune, so they had a good view of the entrance to the estate headward.

Their view was one people paid thousands of stater for. On a crowded kaiju like this one, having a lawn at all was an extravagance. The Mattarella family had purchased a large enough section of shell to have an estate. Matteo thought it was an obscene waste of money. Dozens of families could live there, safe from the monsters below. But no, the rich had to show off their wealth.

An hour later, all the refreshments were gone, and they still hadn’t seen Angelica or her hex. They were waiting to attack until the private with illusion magic had succeeded or failed at his portion of the plan. Matteo was honestly a little surprised. He had figured that the illusionist would have failed already. His magic was convincing, but he had nothing to fake voices.

While they waited, Matteo passed out the artifacts he had set aside for his squad. Ilaria absorbed a knife and used it to upgrade her artifact. Riccardo used the spade to upgrade his body. He said he felt faster already. Chiara used the hair tie to upgrade her artifact. She wanted to test out the change right away, but Matteo wouldn’t let her. Matteo had already given Dimitris his, even though it had been a dud. He mentioned that he had used the artifacts they had stored up over the last few weeks. He was level five now.

Next was Matteo’s two artifacts. He felt guilty now, using two artifacts when everyone else had only gotten one. He offered one to Greta, but she said she used red magic. He shrugged and absorbed the cat. It turned out it was a Resonating Cat. Once he chose his body to upgrade, he got the choice to upgrade everything a little. It was an easy choice to upgrade his strength. It was the one stat that had lagged behind until now.

The four extra points in strength made him feel a lot more balanced. Next was the notebook. He absorbed it and was confused at the description.

	Supple Organizer (Green Magic 24)

	Artifact absorbed. Choose one to level up.

	Pen
	Body

		


Despite the strange name, it still seemed like it would be better used to upgrade his pen, so he selected that option.

	Choose one facet to upgrade

	Affinity : 58% >>> 69%

	Magic Energy : 20 >>> 25

	Flexibility : Medium >>> Conceptual

	Activation : Stored Runes >>> Rune Words

	Mana Pool : 40 >>> 80



That was a harder choice. Affinity and Magic Energy were minor upgrades and easily skipped. But the other three all sounded great. Doubling his mana pool would be vital during a long fight. He knew he would be getting into one soon.

Changing the flexibility to conceptual sounded fantastic. He would be able to drastically change the runes he had, not just their size. Instead of a fireball, he could create a flamethrower. Instead of a waterjet, he could create a water whip. It was a guess based on a single word, but a tempting option nonetheless.

Rune words sounded the best out of the three options. Combining runes into words had to be super powerful. Maybe combining water and fire would create a steam cannon able to cook a hell pig. The only problem would be the hours of testing required to find anything useful. He couldn’t expect any two letters to successfully combine. It probably had to be at least three runes in a word and they had to go together.

Did he go with the safe option to make sure he survived the next fight, or the potentially powerful option that might be useless today? He gave it some serious thought before he made his choice.

Two hours after noon, they finally saw Angelica and her group. They confidently walked up to the Mattarella Estate. They hopped over the low wall and started walking towards the enormous mansion in the center of the manicured lawn.

"Look alive, people. The mission has started," Matteo said and leaned forward.


Chapter 51: Cell Warfare

Angelica and her hex slipped into the building, and the tension mounted. Matteo and his squad kept an eye on the mansion, across the lawns, and also on the roads leading up to it. If any Wardens or Rangers suddenly started running towards the mansion, it would be their job to intercept them.

Matteo checked his pen to make sure the runes were loaded. All four glass beads glowed orange. They weren't a result of upgrading his pen, because he hadn't done that. He had realized that now was the worst time to upgrade his pen. He was going into a fight in moments and didn't want to deal with changes to the way his pen worked. Half seconds mattered in battle. HIs alternate interface allowed him to delay the decision. He would eventually go with rune words, the biggest upgrade to his long-term power, but he would make the selection after this upcoming fight.

That's not to say he didn't have something new in his arsenal. While they waited, he had tested out the second rune the director had given him. It was a good option in between fireball and waterjet. Powerful without being deadly to those nearby. He had enough practice at this point to be able to use the four stored runes in his pen. He wouldn't be able to retrace them during battle, but he had plenty of other runes for that.

"Contact. We have cultists," Dimitris said and pointed left to the road in front of the mansion they were in.

Four laborers were walking headward, carrying boxes on their shoulders. Behind them was a family walking with their two young kids. On the other side of the street were a pair of older women visiting with each other. Matteo frowned. Why did these people pick now of all times to walk this side street? It had been empty the whole afternoon.

"Which ones?" Matteo said. There were ten people on the streets right now, and Dimitris suspected some of them of being rebels.

"I don’t know. Maybe all of them," Dimitris said.

Ilaria scoffed. "Even the kids?"

"Especially the kids. They look very suspicious," Dimitris said as he squinted out the window.

"Whatever. I bet the delivery men are actually rebels. Let’s go. We need to get into position to intercept them," Matteo said and climbed through the window. "Chiara and Riccardo, you two stay here and watch our backs. If you see anyone trying to sneak up on us, attack them first."

They nodded seriously. Matteo didn’t really want to leave them alone, but they made a good combat pair. Riccardo was a great front line with his armor artifact, and Chiara’s terror wasps were versatile and powerful.

The other three squad members followed Matteo as he walked across the lawn. He tried to keep the ornamental trees between them and the road. He also made a point of not running. They were all still wearing the maid uniforms. As long as they didn’t do anything out of the ordinary, they would fade into the background.

"Greta, you will be our front line. I will be right behind you. Dimitris, what’s your range now that you have leveled up?" Matteo said. He cursed himself for not having this conversation sooner. He had prepared himself for battle, but in all that time, he hadn't practiced with the group. He still had a lot to learn about being a leader.

"About ten feet. I’m pretty powerful now, though," Dimitris said.

"Alright, try to intercept attacks before they get to Greta. I want to save her mana for the big magic," Matteo said. He turned to Ilaria and said, "I want you to use a charged bolt for the initial attack. Watch our back after that."

That left him as the major damage dealer in the group, but that suited him just fine. He felt confident he would be able to handle a bunch of rebels. As they walked, they kept glancing to their left. The ‘delivery men’ kept pretending to be simple laborers, ignoring the squad pretending to be simple maids.

The fiction was a stretch. It would be obvious to an outside observer what was going on. Still, there was no point in starting a fight before one was needed, so Matteo and his crew continued to pretend. They walked closer and closer to the low stone wall that separated the two properties.

Once they got there, Matteo motioned for them to stop. This was a defensible position, and he didn’t want to attack before the laborers actually entered the property. There was a difference between knowing and suspecting. He wasn’t going to risk attacking anyone in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Tense moments passed as the labors walked closer to the gates of the estate. Matteo glanced towards the other people on the street to make sure they wouldn’t be caught in the crossfire. The gossiping ladies hadn’t moved. Their animated conversation looked like it would last longer than the relationships they were talking about. However, something was missing.

"Wait. Where did the family with kids go?" Matteo whispered.

"They were just here," Ilaria said.

"I told you they were cultists," Dimitris said. "Maybe they are invisible." He swept his right hand in front of himself. The way he moved indicated that he was using his force ring to comb the air around them.

Matteo watched bemused as Dimitris animatedly swept his hands through the air in a circle around the group. He split his attention between the silly sight and the labors who had arrived at the gate.

"You look like an idiot," Ilaria said. "Focus on the real..."

She didn’t get to finish her sentence as several things happened all at once. The laborers hopped the fence and sprinted towards the mansion in the middle of the estate. They threw their wooden boxes to the ground in front of them. As the boxes flew through the air, they expanded to ten times their size. The now huge boxes provided excellent cover for their run.

At the same time, Dimitris’ force ring hit something. An illusion shattered, revealing a stumbling child. The kid was wearing enormous boxing gloves, heavy enough to unbalance him. A disembodied voice swore and three more people appeared out of nowhere.

It was the family they had seen walking up the street. The father had been the one to turn them invisible, and he came at them with his fists now. The mother had a metal whip out and swung it at Greta before the illusion fully fell. The whip hit her and wrapped around her neck before reversing itself. It unwrapped itself and flew back into the mother’s hands.

Ilaria had been charging a shock bolt and unleashed it at the father, sending him twitching to the ground. Matteo decided that his squad had these rebels covered, and he turned to the ones running for the mansion. He pointed his pen at the gap between the huge boxes on the lawn and let his new rune fly.

The orange rune flew forward and hit the ground in front of the sprinting rebels. The air cracked as crystals suddenly shot up from the ground in front of them. The rune created ten spears of orange crystal in a row. They were each two feet thick and touching each other, creating a wall twenty-five feet wide. The lead rebel ran into the wall and bounced off of it. He fell to the ground, dazed.

The rebel behind him didn’t slow down. Instead, he lowered his shoulder and barreled into the crystal wall. Just before he hit, a silver sheen rippled around his body. Crystal shattered, and the rebel ran on, only slightly slowed.

Matteo frowned and threw up another wall in front of him. That one shattered just like the first. Matteo shook his head and sent a third rune downrange. As he did, he mentally adjusted the spell. Instead of creating a wall perpendicular to the ground, he made the crystals spring up at a forty-five degree angle. It was only possible because of his high affinity and aptitude. The crystals jutted up a few feet in front of the running men.

The silver-coated man was hit in the chest and sent flying back, dozens of feet in the air. His companion wasn’t so lucky. The point of the crystal wall pierced his chest and caved in his lungs. He fell to the ground, lifeless.

While the silver man was still flying in the air, a wave of needles flew at Matteo. He ducked behind the stone wall to avoid them. The needles expanded in size as they reached his position, becoming spears as they flew through the space his head had been in. A few of them hit the stone wall and shattered the rocks, pelting Matteo. If he hadn’t been wearing armor, he would be covered in lacerations.

He glanced back to see how his squad was doing. They were struggling to handle their attackers. The dad was still knocked out and the kid with the gloves had been thrown into a tree twenty feet away. However, the kid's mother and brother were putting up a serious fight. The mother was wielding a pair of razor blade whips now, keeping them spinning in the air. Ilaria sent lightning through the air, but her whips just absorbed the electricity. Ilaria’s magic was useless here, but she still had a sword and shield. They were evenly matched.

The kid was the real menace, though. His artifact produced magical seeds that he was throwing at the group. Dimitris batted the seeds to the side where they fell to the ground and sprouted grasping vines. He missed one, and it sprung up behind him and wrapped around him. Dimitris sliced his hand back behind himself and severed the vine. While he was dealing with that one, the kid threw five more. They wrapped themselves around him, locking him in place. Dimitris growled and went back to freeing himself. The kid laughed.

Greta was already on the ground, covered in vines. Her artifact was reversing their growth, but it only worked on one attack at a time.

Matteo shook his head. What were these parents thinking, bringing their kids into a fight like this? Who gives their kids a potentially deadly artifact, anyway? He threw up a fan rune in front of Dimitris to give him protection. That would have to be enough. He couldn’t let the other four rebels enter the mansion.

He traced out a rune and snuck to the side. There were still needle spears peppering the spot on the wall where he had ducked down. Then he jumped up and loosed the rune at the man huddled behind the enlarged box. A full strength fireball screamed across the lawn and impacted the box right next to the man. Matteo had gone easy on them at first with the crystal wall. Not anymore.

The explosion destroyed the enlarged box and carbonized the man hiding behind it. Matteo traced out another one. There were two rebels left alive in front of him, one of which had already reached the mansion. The silver covered man had recovered from being knocked into the air and was running for the mansion as well.

Matteo traced a quick fireball, normal sized this time, and knocked the silver man off his feet and sent him tumbling. His artifact seemed to be a type of armor, so the fireball hadn’t burnt him. Regardless, the rebel didn’t get back up.

He turned back to face the family of attackers. His squad had already dealt with them. While he was shooting fireballs, Riccardo and Chiara had arrived. The five squad members were more than enough to handle two adults and a couple of kids. All four of them were on the ground, artifacts taken away. The father had a broken arm, but the rest of them were unharmed.

"Ilaria, give them all another shock. We don’t have time to tie them up. Let’s just take their artifacts with us," Matteo said. He hopped the low wall and shook his head. "No wait. We can afford to keep one person here. Dimitris, stay here and tie them up. Join us in the mansion when you are done."

The other five squad members dashed towards the Mattarella estate mansion. He knew at least one rebel had gotten inside. Matteo was rushing to support Angelica and her squad, but also to make sure the rebel didn’t have time to activate the house’s defenses.

A mansion this nice was bound to have enchantments just like the director’s. It wouldn’t matter how many loyalists they had out here if they couldn’t get inside. He sprinted to the side door, the servant’s entrance. It was locked. He kicked the door right next to the doorknob. A flash of green light appeared to protect the door. They were too late.


Chapter 52: The Siege

Matteo kicked the door in frustration. Another shimmer of green magic appeared to block his foot. This only made him angrier. The mansion’s enchantments had been activated. There was no way they could get in there now. Only one rebel had gotten in, but he could do a lot of damage if he caught Angelica and her hex unawares.

Ilaria put her hand on his shoulder and said, "Should we check the other entrances? Maybe they left one of them unlocked."

Matteo sighed. He wasn’t hopeful, but it was something to try. "Yeah sure. Greta and Ilaria, come with me. The rest of you go around the mansion the other way."

They jogged around the house, checking doors and windows. They were all protected by magic. Matteo slowly led them back to the tailward entrance so they could meet up with Dimitris again. He had finished tying up the family of rebels and walked across the lawn to meet them at the mansion.

"Dimitris, have you bonded with your ring yet? Now would be a good time to use your coat of edges," Ilaria said.

"Good idea, won’t work. I already bonded with the force ring, sorry," Dimitris said with a shrug. He rocked back and forth on his feet, clearly not optimistic about their chances. He glanced across the estate to the low wall. "Since I can’t help here, I should do something about the rebels over there. I am not confident my knots will hold if they help each other."

"That’s a good point. Take them back to the mansion we set up in, and have the maids keep watch on them. Come back here when you are done," Matteo said.

Dimitris gave him a lazy salute and jogged off. He hopped the wall and helped the rebel family to their feet. He marched them back to the other mansion. The rest of Matteo's hex stood there awkwardly.

Their job was to support Angelica’s hex and now they couldn't reach them. It wasn’t terrible, but Matteo was stressed. With the estate’s magic activated, they would be fine, but only if they had already dealt with the rebel that had snuck in. Matteo looked back to the mansion they had come from. They could head back there and hide, but there was no point. The huge wooden crates were half destroyed on the lawn, and several dead bodies lay about. Anyone could see something was wrong a block away.

"What about that window?" Riccardo said. He pointed up to the second story, where a small window was open a few feet.

"Chiara, you are the smallest one here. Do you think you could fit through that?" Matteo said, as he looked up.

"Maybe, if I could get up there," she replied. The mansion’s high ceilings meant that this window was about twenty feet off the ground.

"Alright, let’s give it a go. We can make a little human ladder. Riccardo, tall armor please," Matteo said.

Riccardo nodded and slowly morphed his armor into something green and insect like. He looked vaguely like a chitinous tree. Matteo climbed up onto his shoulders and reached a hand down to Chiara. She climbed Riccardo and Matteo and was just tall enough to grab onto the window ledge. She pulled herself up and in.

Matteo hopped down and walked over to the side door they had been trying to get into. She should be able to turn off the enchantments and open the door. The five of them stood there, waiting for Chiara.

The door stayed closed.

"Did something happen to her? This was a terrible idea. Why did we send her in there alone? I should have gone with her. I bet if I took off my armor I could fit in," Riccardo said as he paced back and forth.

Before Matteo could calm him down, the door opened. It was Angelica, with Chiara standing behind her. She said, "Get in here."

The five of them hurried inside and they shut the door again. Angelica used her chain to lift a bound rebel up to the door and a gentle chime rang out. She turned to Matteo and said, "Thanks for letting the cultist in. The enchantments were keyed to the rebels and we couldn’t activate the mansion’s defenses before now. And thanks to Chiara, we know at least one window needs to be closed." She raised her voice at the end.

One of her people said, "I know, I know," and clomped up the stairs to check all the windows in the house.

Angelica turned back to Matteo. "Where is Dimitris? Did he..." She trailed off.

"He’s fine. He is just escorting some prisoners to a more secure spot. He should be back in a few minutes," Matteo said.

Angelica smiled and said, "I will let him in when he gets back. As long as you lot are here, you might as well help us dismantle the ritual. It’s slow going."

They followed her through the kitchens, a dining room, and two separate drawing rooms. Everything was made out of wood, in an ornate style reminiscent of the director’s mansion. The door to the basement was hidden behind a bookshelf. Or rather, it used to be. The shelf had been torn off the wall along with the door.

They walked down to the basement, carved directly into Tartaruga’s shell. It was dimly lit, but they could tell it was a late addition. It had none of the polish and sophistication of the rooms upstairs. It was a wide and shallow room roughly carved out of the turtle’s shell. In the middle of the room lay a large ritual circle, thirty feet wide. Deep channels held a glowing red powder. It gave the room a sinister feeling. In the center of the ritual was a small platform and a large hexagonal box.

"Got you more worker bees, Vega," Angelica said.

"Thanks, boss," Vega said and turned to them. "Spread yourselves out and sit down near a junction where ritual lines come together." After they followed his instruction, he continued, "The only way to fully remove this ritual is to suck up the powdered essence in the grooves they have carved. We can’t do it by hand, because that would poison us. Instead, you just place your artifact into the groove and let it suck up energy."

Vega demonstrated by placing his coffee mug onto the glowing red powder. As it lay there, the glow was slowly leeched from the powder. Once the magic was gone, the channel was empty. The process was slow. Matteo guessed it would take thirty seconds to depower an inch. No wonder she was having them help out.

"That’s all there is to it. They spent thousands of gold stater on this enchanting powder and we are reducing it to nothing. Most of the magic is lost in the process, but a few of you might level up," Vega said.

The promise of level ups was enough to get them to spring into action. Riccardo dropped his bracelet into the powder. Chiara stuck her honey drizzler in, and Ilaria placed her mask onto the junction. Matteo poked his rune pen into the powder and looked over at Greta. It turned out she had a rubber bracelet as an artifact.

All of them sat there in awe as their artifacts slowly sucked up the powder. As the red glow left one section, they moved it to the next. It didn’t take long for them to get bored.

"It was Vega, right?" Greta said, "Did you guys have much trouble with your mission?"

Vega nodded and said, "Yeah, there were more of them than we expected, eight guards. Seems like there are more Isfet cultists than anyone guessed. And these guys were tough. Over level twenty, at least. The guy with the deck of cards was the worst. Did you see what he did to the master bedroom? Brutal. Anyway, we killed or captured all of them, but two of our guys were seriously injured. Mia and Hugo are upstairs, waiting for our medic to come by."

"Do you guys have a communication device? I didn’t see anyone leave to send a message," Ilaria said and moved her mask to a new position.

"Yeah, all of the hex leaders have a sending stone. They hit it in a certain pattern to pass along messages," Vega said. He took a drink from his mug artifact and moved it along.

"Did you get a sending stone, Matteo?" Chiara asked.

"No. I guess they didn’t trust me enough to give me one," Matteo groused.

Vega winced and looked away. The next few minutes passed in silence. The six of them were making steady progress, dimming the light from the ritual circle. It would still take hours until they were done. Matteo kept glancing over to the stairs. He was starting to worry that Dimitris wasn't back yet.

"So, ah, buddy. I noticed you had two artifacts when we all leveled up in the mansion," Riccardo said in a terrible attempt to sound casual.

"Yeah, I got some interesting upgrades," Matteo said.

"Were we going to get two artifacts as well, or is that just for squad leaders?" Chiara said. "’Cus, you know, I was the only reason we even got those artifacts."

"Hey, I helped, too!" Riccardo said.

"Yeah, I saw," Ilaria said. She held her hands in front of her chest in a cupping motion. "Although I think you went overboard with your disguise. Angelica’s aren’t nearly that big."

"I wasn’t... I haven’t looked at the captain’s boobs before... I mean," Riccardo stuttered.

Ilaria laughed, and Chiara gave him a sour look.

"Hey, we weren’t talking about me anyway," Riccardo said and pointed, "Ask him why you don’t have another level up."

Matteo held up his hands and said, "I would have been happy to give you another artifact. The mayor took them, though. When this is all over, we can ask for them back, alright?"

"Like that’s going to happen. I bet the civilians are just going to bond with the artifacts so they don’t have to give them back," Chiara grumbled.

Angelica interrupted them and yelled down the stairs. "Vega, send your worker bees up. They are being redeployed."

Matteo pulled his rune pen out of the dust and hurried up the stairs. Uncomfortable conversation anyway. Once they were all assembled at the top of the stairs, Angelica held up a blue stone with a circle in the middle. "The director has called you all in. There is some sort of fighting going on near the head. We can’t leave. We have to protect the ritual circle until it’s fully destroyed. We have injured anyway.

"So I am sending you. Go headward until you see some fighting and help the good guys. I already sent the other backup team. If we are lucky, the fighting will be over by the time you get there," Angelica said and led them to the door. She turned the enchantments off and gestured for them to leave.

"Did Dimitris get back yet?" Matteo said.

"No, not yet. You better leave without him. Minutes might count. I will keep an eye out for him, don’t worry," Angelica said.

Matteo nodded and led the team on a jog headward. With their enhanced bodies, their jog was faster than most people’s sprint. If they ran, they would be there in less than a minute, but Matteo wanted them to be in top shape when they arrived.

They passed the city hall as they jogged. A column of smoke curled out of the second-story window. They must have fought with the envoy. That probably meant that the time for stealth and subterfuge was over. Matteo guessed that they would be fighting in the open from here on out.

His guess was proven correct moments later. There was a group of bound standing along the leading edge of the shell. They were slinging spells down to a group on the neck. Blue noodles were batted aside by red knives; green blobs dissolved a row of flying masks. There were at least forty of them standing along the shell’s edge.

Matteo led the team around and to the right of the fight, trying to stay hidden. They had to be careful about this. It looked like the bad guys outnumbered them by a large margin.

"Please tell me we aren’t fighting these guys," Riccardo whispered.

"We are. I don’t recognize any of them from the meeting at the director's mansion. They have to be cultists," Ilaria said.

"Don’t worry. I bet I can tip things in our favor fairly easily," Matteo said and flipped through his altered runes list.


Chapter 53: Several Brave Hearts

Matteo slowly crept forward. He was trying to hurry because people’s lives were in danger. At the same time, his runes wouldn’t be as effective if the rebels saw him coming. With forty of them vs the five on his team, he needed to do whatever he could to even the odds.

He had four altered runes loaded up onto his pen. An enlarged magnify rune, a sped up fan rune, a water deluge, and the biggest fireball he could create. He figured he would use the first two runes to try to blow them all off the edge of the shell. The last two were for any stragglers he missed. He would try to get off all of his spells within a few seconds and then run behind Greta. Her defensive artifact would give his squad the perfect chance to continue the attack while he traced out new runes.

Right now, he was hiding behind a stone bench near the edge of the shell. It would be inadequate cover most of the time, but the Isfet rebels were distracted. Tartaruga Wardens and Rangers were arranged below them on the neck, slinging spells up at the rebels. Matteo couldn’t see all of them, but the good guys seemed outnumbered.

There were roughly forty people on top of the shell and maybe twenty below. There were half a dozen bodies strewn about the neck, and four more atop the shell. The fighting had clearly been brutal at first, but seemed to have reached a stalemate. The rebels had the stronger spells, the acid blobs were particularly effective. The only reason the Rangers and Wardens below weren’t already dead was that they had stone defenses. A Warden was raising stone walls, and a district chief was repairing them when they were hit by spells.

It looked like it was a battle of attrition. The rebels had more people with ranged artifacts, and they were wearing down the people below. Luckily for them, Matteo had just gotten into position. His spells should be powerful enough to turn the tides.

Before he could activate his runes, someone walked out of the alleyway nearby. He frantically waved them back. This was no place for an unbound. The man ignored him, and was quickly joined by another five citizens. The same thing happened on the next street, and the one after that. There were dozens of them walking towards the rebels, who hadn’t noticed them yet.

Someone was leading them, a woman covered in heavy robes. They glowed faintly, indicating they were enchanted. Matteo squinted. It was the mayor. She was shouting something. Matteo could just barely hear it from where he was hiding. "... they may take our lives, but they'll never take our freedom!"

The citizens roared and charged forward, a dozen of spells leading the way. Matteo had given the mayor almost a hundred artifacts, and she had found about half that many volunteers. It was understandable that there weren’t a lot of people willing to risk their lives to save the city. The type of people that were willing to accept that type of danger were already Rangers. It was impressive the mayor had convinced this many. Still, it wasn’t going to be enough. Fifty level zero citizens didn’t have a chance against forty high leveled bloodthirsty rebels.

Matteo turned back to the rebels. Some of them were sending spells towards the citizens, killing one after another. The close range fighters were looking at the charging citizens with disdain. He was going to wipe that look off their faces. He threw up the magnify rune and placed the fan run directly behind it. The magic took a bit to get going, but soon there was a gale force wind blowing at the arrayed rebels. Matteo had positioned himself so they were all in a row for the spell to hit at the same time.

As soon as the spell hit, three rebels fell forward off the shell. They had been focused on attacking the Rangers on the neck and had gotten too close to the shell. Those three were the only ones that fell off the shell. A dozen more were knocked to the ground, but the fan rune wasn’t strong enough to do any more.

Matteo grunted and threw the next rune their way. A spray of water fell into the wind and splashed across the rest of the rebels. It didn’t knock anyone else off the shell, but it did blind them, giving the mayor’s force a chance to get closer. Matteo waited a beat for the water to dry off and took a step to the side. With a flourish, he sent his final rune towards the largest cluster.

The resulting fireball was ten feet wide and roared towards the rebels. Just before it hit, a black honeycomb dome sprung up, covering all the rebels. It wasn’t enough. The fireball shattered the shield and exploded in a conflagration that Matteo felt from where he was standing. The flames cleared to show a dozen dead bodies and another black dome. Whoever had the black shield artifact had created two shields, and the second one had only protected some of the rebels.

The battlefield was quiet for a moment and the charging citizens slowed down. Before they got to the black hexagon dome, it deconstructed itself. The individual hexagons flew outward, hitting the nearest combatants. Eight of them spun through the air, heading directly for Matteo. He had made himself a target.

He spun around and ducked behind the stone bench. He fell to the ground to present a smaller target. The black hexagons jerked up before they hit the bench and flew in a wide circle to come at Matteo again. He was tracing out a fan rune, but he knew he wouldn’t have time to complete it.

Suddenly, Riccardo was there, protecting him. He was clad in his heaviest armor, and the hexagons shattered themselves on his chest. He turned to Matteo and held out a hand. "Come on, buddy, we are missing the fight."

Matteo allowed himself to be pulled up and followed Riccardo’s lumbering form towards the fighting. The rest of his squad was already there. Greta was standing in front, with Chiara and Ilaria using her for protection. Riccardo stomped up to her and gave her a nod. They advanced together, the ranged fighters directly behind them.

The fighting was intense. Many of the rebels had artifacts that were mostly useful in the melee and hadn’t been fighting. Until now. They burst forward, using enhanced bodies to take on multiple citizens at once. A small woman with a red whip swirled around, each attack amputating a leg or arm. A man with a blue shovel sent three men flying with a single swing.

The citizens would have quickly gotten overrun if it weren’t for two factors. The first was that one of the level zero women on the far side of the battlefield had lucked into the perfect artifact. It was a zither that made magical music. The instrument enthralled several rebels, causing them to sit in front of her with a dazed look on their faces.

The other factor that was saving the citizens from a quick death was the fact that half of the rebels were headed straight for Matteo and his squad. Fifteen rebels were racing their way, already slinging spells. The air soon filled with magical attacks.

Sparkling yellow mist flew at them, strangely contained for a mist. Red noodles burst out of a woman's hands and slapped to the ground before squirming forward. Not noodles, worms. A trio of spike covered chairs were racing their way. Luca must be in the back, sending his animated furniture ahead. Greta stepped forward and targeted the chairs. They suddenly reversed course and headed backwards through the charging rebels. Two of them got cut deeply and fell to the ground. Greta chuckled darkly.

Matteo regretted using such powerful spells and making them a target. He started tracing out fan runes. Terror wasps burst out of Chiara’s artifact, fifteen to the left and fifteen to the right. They didn’t head straight at the attackers, circling around them instead. Ilaria had been charging up her attack this whole time and threw it now. The ball of lightning streaked forward, crossing the fifty feet between them before detonating on the face of a tall muscle bound rebel. Electricity exploded out, hitting five of the rebels at once. A black shield appeared, protecting the rest of them.

Whoever had the black hexagon artifact must have a hard time remembering to protect his teammates. Either that, or he was steadily weakening and could only make smaller and smaller shields. Matteo grinned and threw out two fans in front of his squad. Not a moment too soon. The fans chopped up the red noodle worms lunging at them, as well as blew the yellow sparkly mist backwards. He started tracing out runes again, keeping his head on a swivel.

Riccardo grunted and slung his arm forward. Spikes flew from his arm like arrows. They impacted the lead rebel, one in her chest, the other in her neck. She went down, gurgling and spurting blood. She wouldn’t be getting up again.

The rebel Ilaria had hit with her shock ball started jogging forward again, only having paused for a few seconds. He must be incredibly resilient. Three of the rebels near him didn’t get back up though. Their constitution hadn’t been enough to save them from being fried. The huge rebel started sprinting forward.

Riccardo stepped forward and started reshaping his armor to meet his charge. His armor smoothed out and spikes grew from his feet to secure him to the shell. Just as the sprinting rebel got to him, Riccardo leaned back and pulled his arms behind himself. The musclebound rebel missed his punch and deflected off of Riccardo’s armor. His inertia sent him tumbling through the air.

The terror wasps finished circling the crowd and were dive-bombing them from behind. The lead wasp hit Luca and obliterated his head, leaving behind a fountain of blood. The remaining wasps split up, each taking a different target.

Terror wasps started exploding in the air.

One of the rebels had an artifact she was using to pull up small bits of shell and send them spinning through the air. Each shot took out two or more wasps, and soon the skies were clear of Chiara’s summons. The projectile throwing rebel pivoted on one foot and threw additional projectiles at the rune fans.

Matteo had been expecting their protection to get hit, and threw up two more fans right behind the first ones. He started tracing out a fireball to counter attack. All four fans shattered after a few seconds. The red noodle worms started wiggling closer, closely followed by the sparkly mist. A loud crack sounded to their left. Matteo turned to see Riccardo on the ground, his arm broken. The musclebound rebel stood above him, both hands together in preparation of a heavy blow.

Ilaria stepped in and kicked his knee with a fully empowered electric aura. It was a more powerful attack than her ranged one and sent the tall rebel twitching to the ground. Riccardo rolled out of the way, coincidentally avoiding a shell bit projectile.

The tall rebel recovered before Ilaria expected it and caught her off guard. He surged to his feet and backhanded her in a single motion. She flew a dozen feet through the air, falling to the ground with her limbs askew.

Greta shrieked as one of the red worms got to her and started wrapping itself around her. Her magic must not work on the wriggly summons. She yelled in pain and anguish as she started to stumble backward. Chiara summoned another ten terror wasps to help her out, but they were blasted out of the air before they could get far.

Matteo sent a small fireball at the massed red worms, blowing them back. He couldn’t afford to shoot too close to Greta, so he unsheathed his short sword and stepped closer. As he did, the sparkly yellow mist touched her. The moment it did, Greta fell to the ground, lifeless.

Black hexagons started appearing around Matteo. They were trying to trap him. He sprung backwards, just barely escaping the forming dome. Chiara wasn’t fast enough and got trapped. Matteo turned his pen towards the dome and loosed another small fireball to break her out of it. He made sure to aim for the edges so she wouldn’t get hit.

He was too slow.

The fireball splashed onto the ground as the entire dome moved out of the way, sliding across the shell. Before he could trace out another, the dome was off the edge of the shell. Chiara fell, screams quickly growing fainter.

A bit of shell hit Matteo at high speed, knocking him back. Through dumb luck, the projectile hit his shield instead of his face. He scrambled to use his shield intentionally to deflect the next few shots. The red noodle worms were wiggling closer and the yellow, sparkly mist flowed his way. The musclebound rebel stomped down on Riccardo’s leg, snapping it and taking him out of the fight.

"Shit, shit, shit," Matteo mumbled to himself, too overwhelmed to properly swear. He started backing up to give himself more time to trace out another rune.


Chapter 54: Useful Magics

Matteo stumbled backwards, his heart pounding loudly in his ears. He whipped his head around, trying to see everything at once. They were overwhelmed. Chiara had been dragged off the edge of the shell. Greta had been touched by the sparking mist and was probably dead. Ilaria had been knocked out, and Riccardo had his leg and arm broken. The only thing Matteo had to fight back with was a medium strength fireball stored in his pen.

Another bit of shell pinged off his buckler shield. Whoever was throwing them had enough strength to dent his shield with every hit. Matteo was thankful for the projectiles, though. It was the only thing keeping the tall muscle bound rebel from walking up and crushing him.

Everyone but him was down, and there were still nine rebels directly in front of him. That wasn’t even taking into account the twenty other rebels further away, currently decimating the level zero civilians. A thought occurred to him and he knew what his next step would be.

He pretended to get hit in the head by the next shot and fell to the ground. He made sure his shield fell, covering his face and arms. He frantically started tracing out the largest fan rune he could. He tried to keep the rest of his body motionless.

"Anastasios, check him out. Make sure he is really dead," a voice said.

"No, he’s squirrely. I don't want to get too close. Irene should use her mist," the muscle bound rebel said from a few feet away.

"Fine, whatever. Just do it, Irene. The others might need our help," the first voice said.

Out of the corner of his eye, Matteo thought he saw the sparkly yellow mist coming his way. He was out of time. The three runes he had stored would have to be enough. He pointed his rune pen out from under his shield and mentally rotated the fan so it was horizontal instead of the default vertical. Then he activated the rune.

A fan fifteen feet wide appeared in the middle of the rebels. It started spinning at high speed, cutting through the soft bodies of the assembled rebels. Gore sprayed out, coating the shell a good distance away. Six sets of legs fell to the floor, their upper bodies converted to mist. At some point in those brief moments, the fan had disintegrated as well.

Matteo was thankful for his shield that protected his head from the spray. He hopped up and slipped slightly from all the blood and guts. There was a strong smell of copper and bile in the air as well, and it took him a moment to recover his equilibrium. He turned to the tall and muscled rebel. The man was still wiping blood from his eyes.

There was a reason Matteo didn’t place the fan anywhere near the huge rebel. He was certain that the spell would break on him before it had a chance to spin. He had other runes in mind for the high leveled brute.

First, he sprayed the man down with a rarely used rune, the black oil rune. Matteo was just in time too, as the man was already stomping his way. The viscous oil made him lose his balance, and he slid to the ground. Matteo hopped back and used his final rune, the medium fireball rune.

As soon as the spell hit, the man ignited in a huge conflagration of fire. Matteo had to put his shield up to protect his face from the heat. The man jumped up and screamed. He ran away for a few steps, then dropped to the shell and started rolling. The insidious nature of the black oil thwarted his attempts to put out the fire. He only succeeded in creating a flaming path leading away from Matteo. A few moments later, the screaming man rolled right off the shell.

Matteo stared in shock. He couldn’t believe that worked so well. He had been sure the attack would have only bought him some time. The turtle’s protective magics rose up and put out the fire a moment later. Suddenly, his pen was knocked out of his hand. The impact was strong enough that he would have lost the hand if it hadn’t been metal.

While he had been distracted by his success, the two surviving rebels had regrouped. The shell fragment flinging rebel huddled behind a thick shield the black hexagon maker had created and was sending attack after attack his way. Matteo jerked up his shield and his metal arm to protect his face.

That left his legs unprotected, and the rebel took advantage of it by blasting a hole in his left thigh. Matteo fell to the ground as he cried out in pain. This time, Matteo remembered how to swear properly. An endless litany of swear words tumbled out of his mouth as he held onto his swiftly bleeding leg.

The fragment had missed his bone, but it had gone all the way through his leg, and it was bleeding heavily from both sides. It must have nicked an artery. Matteo grit his teeth and reached into his bag. He pulled out a healing potion and changed his curses from the rebels to himself. He had a bag full of healing potions and injured squad mates. He should have used them much earlier.

He gulped half the potion and poured the rest onto his leg. As he did, black hexagons started forming around him in a dome. He knew where this was going, the rebel was going to sweep him off the edge of the shell. He couldn’t jump out of the way before the dome finished forming because his leg wasn’t healed yet. Instead, he threw healing potions out of the gaps in the dome. One for Riccardo, one for Ilaria. Since he had time, he threw one at Greta as well. She was probably dead, but it was worth it to try and save her.

Then the dome was complete, and he was being pushed across the shell. He tried stabbing at the dome with his sword and punching it with his metal arm. Both were useless because he didn’t have the leverage.

The shell disappeared beneath him.

He scrambled to stay on the shell, his metal fingers glowing bright and stabbing into the shell. It arrested his motion, and he hung on the very edge of the shell. His body swung back and forth in the empty air. His entire body weight was hanging from five fingertips dug into the shell. As quickly as he could, he pulled himself up, his flesh arm scrambling for purchase. Nothing could remain embedded in the shell for long. Tartaruga’s magic wouldn’t let it.

It took a few tries, but his left arm made it up onto the shell. It was a moment too late. The Kaiju’s instinctive magic burst out in a wave, pushing his arm and fingers away from the shell.

He fell.

Matteo screamed and flailed his arms. Wind rushed by his ears. He was falling. Falling. He fell for an eternity and no time passed. All too soon, Matteo’s body hit. His legs crumpled, his spine hitting the ground less than a moment later. The impact was so great that he bounced.

He fell to his face, unable to move. He couldn’t feel his legs or arms. Each breath was a struggle and threatened to be his last. His heart beat loudly in his ears, slower each time. He was surprised he wasn’t already dead. The sounds of battle continued, but it was far, far away.

Time passed. An hour or a minute, Matteo wasn’t sure. His continued survival was a shock, so was the pain. Feeling was returning to his limbs, first his arms, then his legs were burning with agony. The pain faded, and he was whole again. Matteo rolled over and stood up.

"Let me know if that's enough to get you mobile. I am trying to keep my pig alive for as long as possible, so I am keeping the healings brief," the Warden Medic said.

"Wah?" Matteo mumbled, looking around.

Another blast of healing hit him, and he felt his mind clear. He shook his head and saw where he was for the first time. He was standing on the turtle’s neck. He had only fallen four stories, not hundreds of feet. It was still potentially deadly, but his high constitution and the medic’s healing had saved him.

"Thank you," Matteo earnestly said, but the medic had already moved on.

He was on the edge of the loyalist formation. Stone fortifications were arrayed in a line, facing the shell far above. The Wardens and Rangers here threw spells up at the rebels, though not as frantically as they were before. The good guys were winning. Rebels were retreating to the edge of the shell high above. The citizens had rallied, and were corralling and pushing them back.

"Matteo, you survived! Welcome to the club," Chiara yelled and threw open her arms.

Matteo grabbed her in a hug and pulled her around in a circle. "You are alive!"

"You, too! Hooray for the neck, the ground wouldn’t have been as forgiving. Although I think you should thank the medic for your life more than Tartaruga. I saw your fall, you landed on your spine," Chiara said.

Matteo shivered and nodded. "Yeah, I am lucky to be alive."

She slapped him on the back. "Time to get back to it. We are going to wrap this up soon. I can feel it."

The rebels high above were being herded together up against the shell. The voice of the mayor floated on the wind, saying something about surrender. Matteo could feel something, and it wasn’t their impending victory.

It took him a few moments to identify what he was feeling. It wasn’t an emotion; it was a sound. Tartaruga was screaming. A sound that would be high pitched on an animal was a low-pitched vibration from their kaiju. The turtle’s mouth was open and his head was starting to move up, his eyes widening.

Something was wrong. There were no other kaiju around for it to be worried about. Had the rebels done something to Tartaruga? Was there a second ritual somewhere? The only person that might know the answers to those questions was the director.

Matteo looked up at the shell. His artifact was up there and he wanted it back as soon as possible. But whatever was going on with Tartaruga seemed urgent, and no one else was leaving the battle. Someone needed to talk to the director. It might as well be him.

First things first, he jogged over to the command hut. His lips quirked up when he saw who was in charge here. It looks like the illusion trap for the rebels didn’t work. He said, "Hello Major Martin. I know you are busy, just wanted you to know that Tartaruga is screaming. I am going to go check on the director."

Matteo didn’t wait for an answer. He just turned and ran towards the mansion. This was one of those situations where he was glad they weren't part of an army. The Rangers copied the titles of the army, but had none of their strict discipline. As he ran towards the director's mansion, their kaiju raised his head. The trip grew more and more uphill. By the time he got to the mansion, Tartaruga had its head pointed to the sky, deep screams vibrating the air at the edge of his hearing.

The front door hung open, the door frame shattered, the enchanted defenses broken. Two guards lay just inside, dead. Matteo was instantly on guard. He drew his short sword, which was miraculously still at his side. His shield had been lost somewhere between the shell and the neck. He crept forward, heading for the second floor using the secondary stairs. He heard voices talking.

"... can’t always use brute force. You have to use your brain sometimes," someone said.

"Maybe your faith requires slinking around, but not mine. I am glad to finally have what I have been working towards all these years," a second man replied.

Matteo thought he recognized the voices, but it wasn’t until he saw them that it clicked for him. Dimitris was standing in the director’s living room, talking to Envoy Panagiotis. He reached into the director’s broken case and pulled out the orb inside.

Movement at his feet drew his attention downward. A pool of blood was slowly flowing his way. The director lay in front of him, lifeless eyes staring at the ceiling. His ribcage had been caved in by a brutal blow.


Chapter 55: Destination Unknown

It didn’t take long for Matteo to wrap his head around the fact that Dimitris was a traitor. He was an asshole to the bone. Of course, he would betray his friends and town. Matteo crept to the side, hiding behind a nearby couch. Without his rune pen, he needed to take them by surprise, to overcome them. Dimitris had a force ring and the envoy probably had a secret artifact as well.

They hadn’t seen Matteo walk in yet. They were too focused on the late director’s relic. It was how the director had influenced the enormous kaiju. The loss of that bond was probably why Tartaruga was screaming now. The murdering rebels continued to talk as he snuck around the edge of the room.

"Don’t do it. Relics aren’t like artifacts. Someone else can use the Orb of Control, even after Tartaruga is dead. Just think of how much money the Thatcham army would pay us. You would never have to work again. It’s enough to retire in luxury for you and all of your concubines. Please don’t destroy it," the envoy pleaded.

"This orb is blasphemy, a stain in the sight of Echidna. There is no greater sin than to use an Orb of Control to control her beautiful creations," Dimitris said, getting louder as he spoke. "This orb here is why the great fall happened. The founder’s hubris led them to try and control nature, and Echidna unleashed the monsters and kaiju as punishment. The only way to gain her forgiveness is to destroy all of these orbs. Every single one."

The envoy sighed in defeat. They must have had this conversation before. Matteo jumped into action. He needed to rescue the orb before he destroyed it. Their kaiju needed a new director. A wild kaiju would run into danger or wander into the ocean and drown the city.

Matteo vaulted over the couch, his short sword already extended. He aimed for Dimitris’ neck, avoiding his artifact coat.

"Stop!" the envoy shouted.

Magic enveloped Matteo in a flash and he was frozen in midair. He was stretched out, his sword a foot away from Dimitris. He hovered there, motionless. He couldn’t move a muscle, no matter how he strained. After a handful of seconds, he realized the extent of the magic holding him in place. He couldn’t move his eyes or even breathe. He was going to die if this went on any longer.

The envoy walked up to Dimitris and grabbed the orb out of his hand. He must have been frozen as well. Envoy Panagiotis looked between the two of them and nodded to himself. He calmly strolled out of the room and down the stairs. Matteo started panicking, struggling to breathe.

His vision narrowed, his life fading. This couldn't be it. He fought hundreds of monsters, survived a tier three monster and a religious coup. He couldn't suffocate because of the secondary effects of the envoy’s artifact. It wasn't fair.

He regretted not being able to say goodbye to his parents. He wished he had done something about his crush on Ilaria. He desperately wanted to rewind time so he could throw his sword at the envoy instead of trying to attack Dimitris.

His vision grayed out completely. He heard a loud shattering sound, and he fell to the ground. The spell had broken. He spent a few moments on the ground, getting his breath back and recovering from the brush with death. His high constitution helped him recover quick, but he still felt like he had just run a loop around the shell. He slowly sat up, grabbing his sword as he did.

Dimitris was on the ground too, face down and breathing deep. Matteo had him at his mercy. If he wanted to kill him, now was the time. He only had moments before Dimitris was fully recovered. It was difficult convincing himself to attack a defenseless man.

He did it anyway. His former squad mate was a menace to their town and the world at large. He couldn’t afford to leave him alive. Besides, he was a real jerk.

Matteo flipped him over so he could get at his heart and make the death quick. Dimitris’ eyes went wide at the sight of the sword. He weakly struggled, but couldn't stop him. Matteo said nothing, instead just pulling the coat aside and stabbing into his heart.

The sword hit the floorboards as Dimitris disappeared. Matteo jumped up, growling. That damn coat of edges. Of course, the jerk had lied about bonding with the ring of force. He moved to the center of the room, away from the edges Dimitris could jump out of. Matteo bent his knees and kept his head on a swivel.

The room was empty. Matteo stood in the middle of the room, checking the corners for movement. He wanted to rush after Envoy Panagiotis and the relic able to control their kaiju. He couldn’t afford to leave an opening for Dimitris to attack him. The room was quiet. The only sound was Tartaruga’s continued screaming. The director’s body had stopped bleeding, the puddle of blood now covering half the room. Matteo stayed alert.

Nothing happened.

Had Dimitris already left? He glanced towards the door. It was possible that the Echidna cultist didn’t care about Matteo and had already gone after the control orb. He started walking towards the stairs.

It saved his life. Dimitris had swung at him with the full might of his force ring. Matteo had moved out of the way, only getting clipped by the edge of the magical effect. He spun and fell onto one of the couches. His sword went flying. Matteo jumped up just in time to avoid the follow up attack. The couch shattered behind him.

Matteo stared into Dimitris’ eyes. He had learned that the force ring acted like an invisible mace with a variable length. Crucially, the traitor didn’t have enough control to use it without moving his hand and looking at his target. Once Dimitris flicked his eyes up, Matteo jumped forward. The attack missed him and brought him into melee range.

He swept forward with his left leg. Dimitris jumped up to avoid the kick. This put Matteo in position for the perfect counter. He rocked forward with an overhand right. His mechanical arm punched down onto Dimitris’ coat with all the force he could muster.

The coat of edges was an impenetrable artifact, but it didn’t protect against blunt force attacks. The blow hit Dimitris’ chest and cracked ribs as it sent him into the couch behind himself. Dimitris was dazed, but still able to counterattack with his force ring.

Matteo predicted the attack by watching his eyes and put his right arm up to block it. The metal of his arm dented slightly and sent him skidding to the side. Dimitris had been expecting the hit to knock him to the ground. His eyes widened in panic as Matteo stepped into another punch and hit his temple. The metal arm had enough force to knock Dimitris out and he slumped unconscious to the ground.

With a moment of consideration, Matteo kept going. Dimitris might be out for now, but he was a dangerous murderer. Two more punches and the traitor was dead. Mercy was for those that could be redeemed.

Once he was done, Matteo caught his breath. He glanced at the two corpses in the room. One deserved a funeral pyre and days of mourning, and the other deserves to be monster food. He didn’t have time to do either. He raced down the stairs and onto the front porch. He looked down towards the neck, trying to find Panagiotis.

From his perspective on the mansion, he could see all the way down to the neck and shell. The former envoy wasn’t there. There were three people making their way towards him, but no one else walked the kaiju’s neck. It looked like the fighting was over, so Panagiotis couldn’t have sneaked past the Rangers.

A lack of other possibilities prompted Matteo to look up towards the beak. Tartaruga was lowering his head now, his scream of pain slowly stopping. The kaiju’s head was still hundreds of feet above the ground and there was no way to reach the ground from there. Despite that, Panagiotis was there. He had just climbed onto the beak and was continuing forward.

Matteo stared at him for a moment. Maybe the rebel was expecting Tartaruga to get back to eating. They were still at Victorville and the crystallium vein wasn’t gone yet. If that was his plan, it was a bad one. There is no way the traumatized kaiju would think of food anytime soon.

That meant that Matteo had a few moments to think up a plan to stop Panagiotis. The rebel could stop him with a single word. Matteo needed to come up with a counter. He looked back at the mansion. He had left the door wide open, but nothing helpful presented itself.

The director’s furniture was nailed down, and the decorations were affixed to the walls. A sudden idea had him scrambling back inside and into the kitchen. His dexterity and senses were probably high enough to throw knives before he got into hearing range. He slid around the counter and fumbled with the drawers.

A few moments later, he had collected eight knives. Some of them wouldn’t throw well, but he wanted extra chances to attack Panagiotis.

His eyesight narrowed as he dashed out the door and raced upwards. Tartaruga was still lowering his head and it would be level in about ten minutes. Panagiotis was jogging towards the edge of the beak, and didn’t see Matteo running after him.

When he was still a hundred feet away, a black shape flew up in front of the beak. Matteo looked up to see a wyvern. He wasn’t surprised. Somehow, this day wouldn’t be complete without a monster attack, too. And of course, it’s a wyvern, probably one of the flame spewing ones.

If he was lucky, it would kill Panagiotis and leave the relic. Matteo wouldn’t be in this position if he was lucky, though. He pulled out the knife he thought would fly the best. His only chance of surviving a wyvern attack would be to poke holes in its wings.

To his utter shock. The wyvern didn’t attack him. Instead, it flew towards Panagiotis. He shook his head and stared forward. The monster swooped down and grabbed onto the rebel. Was his luck about to change?

No.

The wyvern carefully picked up Panagiotis and flew off, taking the orb of control with him. Matteo stared in shock as the monster continued to fly away. When it was about a quarter mile away, it landed. There were a half-dozen people waiting for him there, and it looked like he landed unharmed.

One of them must have a monster tamer artifact. Either that, or the control orb worked on monsters as well as kaiju. Either way, Panagiotis was alive and escaping with the key to their town. Without it, Tartaruga would be a wild kaiju, and the entire town would have to evacuate or die. Turtles liked to swim in the water or burrow into the ground. Without that control orb, the town's days were numbered. The kitchen knives fell out of his hands.

Matteo’s hand clenched and unclenched. He wished he had been able to keep hold of his artifact. He could really use a fireball or four right about now. Instead, all he could do was stare at them in frustration and watch what direction they were fleeing. He would be following as soon as he could.

The three people he had seen running his way finally reached him. It was Chiara, Major Martin, and someone he didn’t know.

"What the hell was that? Did that wyvern fly off with someone?" Martin said.

"Yes. The Panagiotis killed the director and escaped with the orb of control," Matteo blurted out, "We need to get it back or this town is finished."

Major Martin took a step back. "Uhhh, what?"

Matteo pointed towards the ground. "The envoy took the thing that controls our kaiju. Without it, Tartaruga is wild. We need to get it back now."

"We can’t," Martin said in a shaky voice. "They killed Madam Demetra and burnt the ladders on the back legs. There is no way to get down."


Chapter 56: Pyrrhic Victory

Matteo looked down and started pacing back and forth. "No. There has got to be a way. Someone has an artifact that will get us down there. We can’t give up. Even if we have to tie a bunch of ropes together, we have to get that orb back."

"Ok, yeah. There has got to be a solution. We just have to find it," Major Martin said as he stood up straighter. He turned to his companion and said, "Kyriake, run back to the neck and apprise them of the situation. Ask around to see if anyone has an artifact that might get us to the ground. This takes priority over rebuilding the elevator."

"I assume we won the fight, right?" Matteo said. When they nodded, he continued, "Ask the citizens what kind of magic their artifacts gave them. Maybe one of them has something useful."

Kyriake nodded and ran off.

"Do either of you have high senses? We need to keep track of the envoy for as long as possible," Major Martin said.

"I have a spell that’s great for this, but my artifact is still up on the shell," Matteo said.

"Well, run back there and see if you can get them to throw it down to you," Major Martin said. "Come on, get moving. Every second counts."

Matteo shook his head and ran back to the neck. The survivors were dismantling the stone emplacements and hauling them off the neck. He told them what was going on and they started arranging a team to run after the former envoy. Some of them had ropes, and they got to work tying them together.

Ilaria found him before he found her. She was waving to him to get his attention. He could see her smile from here. He shouted up to her, "Can you throw me my pen? It’s still up there."

She pointed to her ears and shook her head. He pointed to his right hand and she seemed to get it. A few moments later, she returned and dropped the pen down to him. He bent down and picked up the pen, noticing that the turtle’s neck was bunched up. The neck was moving.

Once he got to the beak, he found a frowning Chiara and Martin. She said, "We lost sight of them. We think they are heading south, behind that formation there."

"We should be able to track them once we get to the ground," Matteo said. He still traced out a magnify rune and peered through it, trying to see them. Tartaruga’s movement meant that his view was slowly sliding along the landscape.

"Did you find someone with a useful artifact? Why aren’t they here now?" Major Martin said.

"No, we haven't found anyone with a way to get to the ground. We won’t need it soon, though. Our kaiju is dropping to the ground. He is turtling up. Probably an instinctive reaction to the pain of losing his bond," Matteo said and gestured behind them.

They all turned to see Tartaruga had already dropped halfway to the ground. He was pulling his legs in along with his head. They would be on the ground in about fifteen minutes. Once his stomach was touching the ground, they could just climb down to the ground and run after those bastards.

"Alright then. Matteo, run back to them and let them know they need to head this way. I will keep an eye out," Major Martin said.

"Already did. They are heading this way, see?"

"Right, right."

The next few minutes were awkward, standing around waiting for everyone to get there and for the kaiju to do his thing. The assembled Rangers and Wardens eventually got there. Matteo noticed they were carrying a few people wrapped in cloaks. His heart fell. Their victory in the battle wasn’t without cost. The funeral pyre would be high tonight.

A loud crack sounded. He looked up to see the director’s mansion splinter and shatter. The two story building was being scraped off the head as Tartaruga pulled it in. The dome shattered and sent a spray of glass. Matteo felt his heart drop.

Everyone stared at the travesty in mute horror. Matteo looked down and saw the underside of the shell was on the ground now. That meant it was time to go.

"You are the one with the fireball, right?" Major Martin said. "Everyone was impressed with your spells. I am sending you with the second squad. The first squad will be the high leveled fast runners. You will be part of the squad bringing supplies in case the hunt goes longer than expected. The elevator will be repaired soon. You will leave as soon as it does."

Matteo’s first instinct was to argue, but he didn’t have the speed to keep up with high leveled Rangers. He swallowed his pride and said, "Yes, sir."

Matteo was reunited with the rest of his hex as they brought down supplies. He helped them pack up as they talked.

"Is the director really dead?" Chiara said.

"Yes, I saw it with my own eyes. His chest was caved in, beyond saving even with the best potion. I think Dimitris did it," Matteo said, as he adjusted the straps on the bag he would be carrying.

"Dimitris? He killed the director? When I get my hands on him..." Riccardo said, spikes growing from the back of his knuckles.

"I beat you to it. He is dead. Panagiotis stole the relic controlling Tartaruga. You can kill him if we find him before the other squad," Matteo said and shouldered the bag.

Riccardo nodded and did the same. His high strength stat made him perfect for the mission. Chiara wanted to come too, but her strength stat wasn’t nearly as high.

Ilaria walked up to them and said, "Hand me a bag. I am coming too."

"Really? Glad to have you," Matteo said and pointed to one of the smaller bags. She wasn’t as strong as some of the other Rangers, but he was glad to have another bound he could trust on the journey.

"You three coming with me?" Angelica said, "Glad to have you."

Matteo smiled. He couldn’t think of anyone better to lead their squad. Two men stood behind her, each almost as tall as Riccardo. They introduced themselves as George and Basil. The six of them set out right away.

They had an easier time climbing down to the ground than the first squad. Angelica’s chains made the trip down trivial. She couldn’t carry them all, but she was able to create a chain long enough to lower them down, two at a time.

Once all six of them were on the ground, Basil led the way. He recognized the trail the other Rangers had left. An extra scrape on the ground here, or a series of broken twigs there. To him, it was a glowing path. Matteo could only notice the signs after they were pointed out to him.

They ran at a steady jog that vividly reminded him of training. This was the exact pace that Angelica set when she was having them run laps around the edge of the shell. A lot had changed from that first run.

The barren land around the former Victorville slowly transitioned into a slightly less arid region. Instead of scrub brush and cacti, they ran past juniper, cedar and pinion pines. Green was an option for the landscape, even though it was still used sparingly.

Matteo turned to Angelica. "I’m sorry about Greta. I know she was a good friend."

Angelica cut him off and said, "I don’t want to talk about it. Not right now." She looked furious, her fists clenched. She must have seen something on his face and continued, "I’m not mad at you. I just can't think of those we lost, not right now."

She turned away and Matteo relaxed a bit.

Every hour that passed made Matteo a little more nervous. They were supposed to be the backup squad. The first group that had run off was high enough level to take on any challenge the former envoy could throw at them. Matteo had told them about his freezing artifact, so they knew to attack him unawares. If that first squad wasn’t already on their way back with the orb, something had gone very wrong.

Two more hours passed. The sun was low in the sky. Matteo was starting to wonder if they would have to stop and set up camp soon. Then he saw them.

The first squad was jogging back their way. Matteo’s heart swelled. Riccardo let out a tired cheer. Ilaria joined him, but Angelica motioned for them to be quiet. Something was wrong. The first squad should be happy and celebrating, too. Instead, they all had scowls on their faces.


Chapter 57: Instincts

"What happened? Did you lose the trail?" Angelica said.

The lead Ranger shook his head and said, "No. They tried some sneaky stuff like riding monsters, but we found them. John here has a very useful artifact. The problem is where we found them."

A few beats passed.

"Well, out with it. Where are they?" she said.

"On a kaiju. A crab kaiju from Thatcham," he said.

"Thatcham? Are you sure? The border is over a hundred miles from here," Angelica said. Her eyes widened, "Wait. Was that the only kaiju? Is this part of an invasion?"

"No, just the one kaiju. We aren’t positive that it's a Thatcham kaiju, but we are pretty sure. Arlos here has this thing where he summons spirits to fight for him. Mostly monsters. Sometimes people. Depends on who died there recently. He summoned some spirits near the crab, and they were wearing the Thatcham uniform," he said. He sat down on a nearby rock and gestured for some water.

Ilaria handed over a waterskin and said, "What makes you think that the crab is from Thatcham, and not Carcassonne? They could have easily killed enemy soldiers in defense."

He didn’t reply for a bit, chugging down the water first. The rest of his squad were doing the same thing. When he came up for air, he said, "We didn’t see anyone in uniform marching around its shell, if that’s what you are asking. They look like a nice little village. But nice little villages don’t get soldiers killed."

Matteo nodded along. "The director told me something about this. He said he was worried about spies infiltrating the country. He thought the rebels were working with Thatcham to take out kaiju like ours. He said we were scouts for the Carcassonne army."

"We aren’t in the army," Ilaria scoffed.

"Well, yeah. That’s just what he said. I was going to ask him what he meant, but..." Matteo trailed off.

Arlos spoke up and said, "We don’t have to guess. We will know for sure why they are here in a few days. They are heading this way. The crab is smaller than our turtle, but its claws look deadly."

Angelica swore softly. There were scowls all around. This was bad. Whether or not the crab was one of the Thatcham army scouts, it would attack Tartaruga. Their home kaiju was in a weakened state right now, a tasty meal for any kaiju. And now there was no way to tell Tartaruga he needed to flee.

Angelica ran her fingers through her hair. "We need to let the town know. Maybe we can do something to get our kaiju moving. Start a fire or something. We still need to keep an eye on the crab until it’s in sight. Squad alpha, you can stay here. You are probably tired from all the running. My squad will return tonight and give them the news. If we get Tartaruga moving, we will come find you at the point of that mountain." She pointed to the best vantage point. "If the crab turns and moves away, you can come back. Understood?"

The first team nodded, and Angelica’s squad left them with most of the supplies. They only took what they would need to get back home. They turned and ran back the way they came.

Running in the dark put Matteo on edge. The highest tier monsters were out at night. The only thing that kept him from panicking was the fact that Angelica was with them. She was high enough level that the danger went from insane down to merely reckless.

They needed to let the town know a kaiju might be coming for them. If they couldn’t get Tartaruga to move, they would need time to evacuate the kaiju.

"Wait up, there is something ahead," Basil said softly. He pointed off into the darkness as they slowed to a stop.

Matteo peered ahead. Even with his enhanced senses, he couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Low bushes and scraggly trees. That was it. Although, now that he focused, he thought that tree over there looked kind of orange. Trees weren’t normally orange, particularly not at night.

"Is that it over there?" Matteo whispered. "I think I see some orange magic behind that tree."

Basil turned and gave him an appraising look. "You can tell magic types? That’s a rare evolution of your senses stat. Most of us just get sharper senses."

"Evolution? What’s that?" Matteo said.

"Worry about it later. If it’s got visible magic and is lying in wait for us, that’s a tier two monster, at least. We need to kill it before it can sneak up on us. Who has got a strong opener?"

"I do," Matteo said. With a practiced motion, he popped his rune pen out.

"One that won’t alert the whole forest that we are here?" Angelica asked.

"Oh, then no. I can set up defenses, though," Matteo said.

"I got a good one," Basil said. "Give me a minute and then draw it in."

Matteo set up a pair of fans in front of the group, and an oily mess in front of that. Basil planted something in the ground and concentrated. A dozen vines popped up, each a foot long. They lay back down and blended into the landscape. It didn’t seem like much, but Matteo assumed it would be more impressive later. Once everyone was in position, Basil threw a rock at the tree. His enhanced stats made the rock fly so fast it whistled. The monster burst out of cover, hissing in pain.

It was a basilisk.

The enormous snake monster had eyes that shined in the dark. It was like a living shadow. The wisps of smoke that rose from its body added to the illusion. Its head stood taller than any of them here, and it was bleeding from the side of its face. Basil had gotten lucky with his rock throw.

Angelica shot her chain at the monster, a spear of metal links. The basilisk flowed around the chain, not even slowed by the evasion. George stabbed forward with his spear. The monster slithered to the side. The spear magically grew in time to hit its scales and trace a narrow line along its side. The monster twitched in pain, flinging a length of its body forward. It hit one of the rune fans and instantly shattered it. The scales deflected most of the damage, leaving it almost entirely unharmed.

Matteo sent one of his smaller fireballs at the basilisk’s face. The explosion wasn’t big enough to seriously harm the monster. It did distract it long enough for George to get another strike in. Another thin cut appeared along its flank. Riccardo sent a dozen spikes of armor towards its face and managed to hit its nose.

The monster hissed in frustration and exhaled a large cloud of white mist. The remaining fan blew half of the mist away, but the other half enveloped George and Riccardo. When the mist cleared, they were frozen in place. They had both been enveloped in a stone casing. Matteo could see the stone around George already cracking, but Riccardo was completely immobile.

Matteo jumped forward. He needed to help break Riccardo out of his stone prison before he suffocated. The trick would be to hit the stone hard enough to break it, but not so hard as to injure his friend. Before he could get far, he was jerked to a stop. Angelica had grabbed his armor and held him in place.

"Give Basil a second to do his magic first," Angelica said and gestured forward.

The vines that Basil had planted sprouted out of the ground and wrapped themselves around the basilisk. They had grown from the foot-long length to twenty feet long each. Dagger-like thorns sprouted from the vines. As one, the vines wrapped themselves around the basilisk and squeezed. They wrapped themselves tighter and tighter.

A strange squawk escaped the monster’s mouth, and it burst into pieces. Blood and guts fell to the ground. The vines had cut straight through the basilisk, killing it instantly. As it died, the stone encasing George and Riccardo cracked and flaked off. The magic holding it in place died with the monster. Riccardo coughed and stepped out of the stone debris.

Relief flooded through Matteo. He knew what it was like to be frozen in place like that, unable to breathe. Once Riccardo was recovered, he gave him a hug. He didn’t know what he would have done if his friend had died. As soon as they broke the hug, Angelica turned and started jogging. They headed through the night, towards the turtle in the distance. The second half of their journey was uneventful. The Rangers had already cleared this section of forest. Tartaruga was supposed to walk this way after he was done eating.

Hours after midnight, they finally arrived home. Sentries met them a mile out and escorted them back. Someone had extended the elevator all the way to the ground, so getting back home was easier than getting down.

They were told to report in right away, and they jogged to the Warden headquarters. Major Martin had set up in the commander’s office, with the Mayor setting up right next to him. With city hall damaged from the fire, this was the best place for her. The three different branches of government were now housed in just a few offices in one building.

Major Martin had been sleeping in his office, but he woke up to hear their report. Angelica gave him all the details they had gleaned, as well as their guesses about what it meant. As they talked, the mayor came in from her office. Angelica repeated the report for her benefit.

Major Martin had been silent until this point, just listening attentively. Once Angelica was done with her second report, Martin swore and stood up. He poured himself a drink and downed it before he spoke.

"What are we going to do now?" he said, not really looking at anyone.

The choices were clear to Matteo. Fight or flight. That is what it came down to. They could either evacuate and be forced to escort the whole town’s population to safety, or they could risk everything and fight. Both were terrible options, and it seemed like no one wanted to be the first to voice them. After a bit, Angelica sighed.

"We should consider evacuation," Angelica said. "Our fighting force is severely weakened, and Tartaruga is helpless within his shell."

"Wait. I thought you said their kaiju was smaller than ours. I have a team working on waking Tartaruga up. Why can’t we just trust him to fight back? Wild kaiju do that all the time, right?" the mayor said.

Martin turned back to the group and said, "There are tactics to consider. Fighting means we are pitting ourselves up against a kaiju that can act intelligently with a platoon of soldiers on its back. We need a kaiju doing exactly what we want to in a battle if we want to have a hope of winning. The captain is right. Evacuation may be our only choice."

"We can’t do that. We can’t abandon our home. Do you know how many generations have grown up here? How many thousands of people you would make homeless? It’s impossible," the mayor said heatedly. She huffed and adjusted her hair before continuing calmly, "There are fifteen thousand, three hundred, and forty souls on this shell. It would take a week to organize and carry out an evacuation. That’s if we even have somewhere to go. The last I looked, there weren’t any towns nearby that could support our population. We can’t leave the kaiju just to go die in the wilderness."

Matteo rocked back. They didn’t have a week. The crab would be here in a few days at most. It seemed like both of their choices were likely to end in death.


Chapter 58: How Do You Want to Die?

This time, everyone swore in frustration. Both of their options, fight or flight, seemed like they were likely to end with everyone dead. The crab kaiju would be here in a few days, too soon to evacuate or to mount a successful defense of their kaiju.

"Can we surrender? It would be better to be a war prisoner than dead," Major Martin said.

The mayor snapped her fingers. "Yes! How about we go up to them and surrender? They can get the envoy to bring the Orb of Control back, and no one has to die. Even if they still want their crab to eat Tartaruga, we would be fine. We can get a few weeks from them to slowly evacuate.

Matteo tsked. "Yeah, that might work, but I don’t think so. We don’t know what they are doing here, all alone deep in enemy territory. My best guess is that they want to keep their presence here a secret. They are probably going to try and kill us all before we can let anyone know they are here."

Major Martin turned to him and said, "This is a leadership meeting. Please wait outside while we work this out."

"Who says you are a leader?" Matteo said and folded his arms.

"What? I am the highest ranking officer on Tartaruga. I am ordering you to leave this office now."

"I am not under your command. The Ranger’s and Warden’s command structure has completely collapsed. Almost all of our leadership has died. You don’t get to decide the fate of the entire town just because you survived. It’s time to start over. We need competent leadership, one that won’t get us all killed like you almost did. Your position on the neck almost lost us the whole turtle," Matteo said hotly.

He knew this was a risk, but he didn’t care. Major Martin could kick him out if the rest of them supported him. But if everyone was going to support this idiot, he didn’t want to be part of this organization.

"Oh, and I suppose you know who should be in charge? A certain someone who happens to be able to throw fireballs?" Martin scoffed.

"Me? No. I’m not trying to be the leader, that..." Matteo replied.

"Wait, wait," the mayor said, her hands up to both Martin and Matteo. "This isn’t the time to be arguing. Matteo is right that the leadership has been gutted. I think you are both forgetting that the mayor appoints the Warden Commander. I will make that decision in due time. But not today. All of us are short on sleep and emotional. Time is short, but not that short. Let’s all get some rest and return here at noon. We can have all surviving officers attend the meeting and make sure we haven’t missed anything. We can make our decision then."

Matteo nodded. She had a good point. It would be better for everyone to make this decision after a good night’s rest. They all left the office and split up. He headed tailward towards his parent’s home. With all the craziness since he broke Angelica out of jail, he hadn’t been able to talk to his parents yet. He wanted to know exactly what they had done to distract the Wardens that day, and what was up with that flaming cat.

He had specifically asked that they not start a riot, but it really seemed like they had. He hoped no one got hurt. A sudden thought occurred to him. He hoped his parents hadn’t gotten hurt. He started walking faster.

When he saw his parent’s house, he briefly considered sneaking in so they wouldn’t lose sleep. Then he realized that they would want to know he was ok. Then another realization hit home. His parents hadn’t seen him since they last realized he was alive. They had seen their son for a few hours, and then the town had gone to hell with rebels and loyalists killing each other. Maybe he should have sent them a letter before he ran off on his mission to get the orb back. Whoops.

He took a big breath. Best to get this over with.

"Mom, dad? I’m home," Matteo said as he walked in.

He heard some shuffling from their room. They were here. He braced himself. He wouldn’t put it past his mother to be furious with him. He kept risking his life for the town. His mother must be worried sick.

"Hey Matty," his mom said sleepily.

"Morning, buddy. Or is it still night? You could have waited to wake us up, you know," his dad said.

Matteo was shocked at how calm they both were. "I, uh, thought you would want to know right away that I was fine."

"Oh, that’s nice. We saw you leaving with Captain Angelica though, we weren’t worried," mom said and plopped onto one of the living room couches.

"Wait, you saw? You were on the edge of the shell?" Matteo asked.

"Of course we did. We kept waving to you, but I guess you never saw us. They wouldn’t let us go down and meet you, since it wasn’t 'official business’," dad replied.

"What were you doing on the edge of the shell? It was dangerous up there, you know," Matteo said.

Mom chuckled darkly, "Oh, we know. We were on the western flank of the assault. Your father was right there when they killed Adrian. It was brutal. His poor wife, she will probably never forgive herself for not taking up an artifact too."

"Wait, no. Stop, stop, stop. You two were in the fighting? What? Why? No," Matteo stuttered, his brain reeling.

"Son, when someone gives us the chance to protect our friends and family, we are going to take that chance. They told us it would be dangerous, but you better believe we jumped at the chance," dad said.

"We got great artifacts too," mom said. "Go get yours, honey. We can show him what we got."

His dad walked back to the bedroom while his mom turned her head and showed off her earring. It was a gold and silver earring with dangly bits. She said, "Doesn’t it look great? It’s not as impressive as your father’s, but I will always have it with me. And look."

She extended her hand, and silver claws formed on her fingertips. After a few more seconds, silver gauntlets slowly formed in her hands. "It takes me a while to do the full armor, but you get the picture," his mom said and dismissed them.

Dad had returned while she was showing off. He was holding a strange stick, about four feet long with a short curved end. Almost like an umbrella handle, but longer and thicker.

"You guys have artifacts? And you risked your lives less than a day after you got them?" Matteo said, still trying to catch up.

"Yes dear, you aren’t the only one that can fight for what’s right," she said with a slight frown. "You don’t have a monopoly on worrying your family members."

Matteo pulled back a bit, hurt by her fierceness. He wanted to continue to argue with her, tell her he had gotten months of training before he did something that dangerous. He could tell that would be a waste of breath, though. His mother had that look.

His dad ignored the byplay and said, "Let me show you what my stick can do."

He placed a small kitchen towel on the couch and then touched his stick to it. The towel was stuck to his stick as he pulled it up. It was also frozen in time, unmoving from its draped form. He held the artifact up and pointed the towel at the wall. Suddenly, the towel catapulted towards the wall, hitting it with a loud thud.

Dad turned back to Matteo with a goofy grin on his face. "I can do that with anything, big or small. I started the fight by throwing a park bench at a bunch of the cultists."

"You should have seen him. He was magnificent," mom said with stars in her eyes. "My favorite part was when he grabbed that acid guy and tossed him off the shell."

Dad put his hand on her shoulder and smiled back at Matteo. What was the world coming to? If Matteo had known this would happen, he never would have stolen the artifacts. His parents were supposed to be kind and loving people, not bloodthirsty combatants. This was too bizarre. Eventually, he just said, "We can talk in the morning. I am too tired for all this. I am going to bed."

He got up and stumbled into the den. He dropped his bag and collapsed, exhausted, into his hammock. The familiar bed lulled him to sleep, even without the rocking.

...

"Thank you all for coming here. Thank you for risking your lives so we could all be here today. Our victory over the Isfet cultists has come at a high price. It will be difficult to overcome our grief and rebuild our organizations. As of today, you are all Rangers, with the mandate to fight monsters and enemy kaiju," the mayor said to the assembled leaders. Matteo wasn’t one of them, but he was allowed to stand in the back and listen. "Unfortunately, those that work against us are relentless and we need to decide how to deal with them. All of you have been told about the crab kaiju coming this way, and we need to do something about it."

There were general nods to her question. Matteo was impressed with how poised and put together the mayor was. She really was better after a good rest.

"We don’t know for sure, but the facts point to this being a Thatcham kaiju, a part of their war effort. We believe they are coming here to attack us and possibly kill us all. There are multiple proposed solutions. We could fight them anyway, we could evacuate the town, we could even surrender. I am not sure which solution would be best. Does anyone have a suggestion we haven’t considered yet?"

A young captain raised his hand. The mayor gave him a look that meant this wasn’t a classroom. He could just talk. He coughed. "What about waking up Tartaruga and using flashes of light and sound to get him to flee the area? We can’t control him, but maybe we can scare him into leaving?"

The mayor considered it and then nodded. "Good suggestion. Thank you. Anyone else have a suggestion?" When no one else spoke up, she continued, "Alright. We have several mutually exclusive suggestions here. We won’t have enough Rangers to fight their soldiers if they are busy evacuating citizens. We can’t evacuate the citizens if we are trying to wake up and scare Tartaruga away. We can’t convincingly surrender if we are getting ready to attack. We need to make a decision. But not today. Today we will prepare to execute all of these solutions, and then decide on the one most likely to succeed."

She paced to the side and started pointing at people. "Lieutenant Enzo, you will talk to all the kaiju experts and come up with a plan to move Tartaruga. Captain Angelica, you will be in charge of battle plans. Manager Pablo, I am assigning you all of the civilians with artifacts. They will be the new Wardens. Use them to start organizing an evacuation. Major Martin, you and I will be working on surrender terms together. We will all reconvene here at ten tonight to report on our progress. You are all dismissed."

The leadership stood up and started filing out of the room. Most of them looked determined and happy to have a task to work on. Major Martin looked angry and walked up to the mayor to talk to her. Matteo assumed he wanted a more prestigious assignment. Regardless, Matteo decided to leave and follow Angelica. He wanted as little contact with Martin as possible.

Angelica stopped outside the Warden headquarters and talked to a few of the Lieutenants and Captains that hadn’t gotten assigned any tasks by the mayor. She was directing them to the Ranger headquarters. Matteo walked up and stood at the edge of the group. This was where he wanted to be, on the front lines, fighting to save the town.

"Matteo, glad to see you. I take it you are volunteering for battle?" Angelica said.

"Yes, sir," Matteo said with a salute.

Angelica chuckled and said, "Appreciate the enthusiasm. I will take you. We are going to do some strategizing today, but that’s not where I want you. Your pen has the most flexibility of all the artifacts we have, but you haven’t even tested the limits of what it can do. I need you to build on that. You need runes, right? Go to the library and get a copy of all the runes they have available."

Access to the library was strictly controlled. The runes and knowledge inside were a form of currency the town jealously guarded. Except today. Today, Matteo needed runes to help save the town.

He grinned and said, "Yes, sir!"

He spun and started walking headward. He had to stop himself from jogging. He was so excited. Getting more runes would drastically increase his power. Enough of them would finally let him use the upgrade to his rune words. Angelica hoped he would become a better fighter, but she had no idea how powerful he was going to get.


Chapter 59: Manifold Preparations

"What do you mean, you don’t have any?" Matteo choked out.

"I. Don’t. Have. Any," the librarian sarcastically said. "We used to have three books of runes and they are all gone now. I think the envoy took them after he set his office on fire."

"Damn him," Matteo said and slammed his fist into a nearby bookshelf.

The bookshelf wobbled a bit. He had used his metal arm for that hit and gone a little overboard. He grabbed the bookshelf and stabilized it. The town’s small library was useless to him now. It was a single room building with a few thousand books, and the only missing ones are the ones he needed.

The librarian started yelling at him for hitting the shelf, but he ignored her and walked out. It wasn’t damaged, and he needed to focus on more important stuff. He needed a new source of runes. Or did he? He had only tried a few permutations of runes earlier, maybe he could spend some time trying out the other possibilities.

His feet brought him back to Ranger headquarters. He commandeered a classroom and started writing out the runes he knew. Fireball, waterjet, ears, fan, oil, magnify, and crystal. If he systematically tried out all the permutations, he might be able to luck into a powerful rune word.

Right after he had leveled up his pen, he had tried the combination of fireball, waterjet, and fan. It hadn’t worked, no matter how he rearranged those runes. Six possibilities tested already, he only needed to try out... seven hundred and fourteen more possibilities.

Although, now that he thought about it, he could easily narrow down which ones he wanted to test first. He would leave all the possibilities with the ears rune to last. The rune word had to make some sort of sense, and a fireball-oil-ear was probably nothing. Even if it did create something, he doubted it would be useful.

He wanted the resulting rune word to be useful in combat, so that meant that he would start with the possibilities that included the fireball rune. He took a big breath and wrote out the runes for fireball-oil-fan on the chalkboard. Then he pulled out his rune scribe pen and traced the word.

It didn’t work.

Neither did the other five permutations of those three runes. He shook his head and pressed on. There had to be something within his existing runes that would work. He just had to find the right runes and the right order for them. Next up was fireball-fan-crystals. It didn’t work. Matteo had a feeling none of the other five permutations would work, either. He had to extend the crystal rune a little to get the full rune word in one unbroken line. He suspected he wouldn’t have to do that with successful rune words. Regardless, he tried them out to be thorough.

Next was fireball-fan-oil. Nothing. Then came fireball-oil-magnify. It worked.

Matteo stumbled back in shock. After so many failures, he was shocked by his success. He quickly stored the successful rune word. With those constituent runes, there was no way he wanted to set it off inside.

He jogged out to the practice arena. Normally, the large open area would be full of Rangers exercising and sparring. Now there were only three of them out there. He shook his head sadly and kept jogging out to the archery range behind the building.

To his surprise, there was someone already there. It was Riccardo. He was in his fully armored state, slinging chitin spikes at the far wall. Some of them were hitting the target, but not all. None of them hit the bullseye yet.

"Hey buddy," Matteo said, and patted him on his elbow. Riccardo’s shoulder was too high when he was fully armored up like this.

"Hey Matteo, you coming out to practice too?" Riccardo said.

"Yep. My last level up gave me the power to combine three runes into one. It should be enormously powerful. This is going to be my first test," Matteo said happily.

"Awesome. I thought your fireballs were overpowered for your level. I can’t wait to see your upgraded spells," Riccardo said and took a step back. "Maybe you should shoot the first one in the air. I don’t want you to burn up all of the targets."

"Why? It’s not like you are hitting any of them," Matteo joked.

Riccardo nudged him with his elbow and made him stumble to the side. "Whatever, just test your new spell, you overpowered librarian."

Matteo laughed. He did point his spell into the air, just to be nice. With a small mental signal, he activated the stored rune word. Instantly, a huge gout of flame roared out of the tip of his pen. A column of fire six feet wide burst into the sky. Matteo couldn’t see how high it went because he was too busy cringing away from his pen. He kept his right arm up but ducked his head away.

After what felt like forever, but was probably less than four seconds, it ended.

"What the hell was that?" Riccardo said as he slowly approached Matteo. His armor had shifted that of a silver ant, his fireproof form.

Matteo took a moment to calm himself and slow down his breathing. "That was my new rune word. I guess it was effective."

"Effective? Damn, buddy, you could take down an ice drake with one shot," Riccardo said. He was still standing a few feet away, not wanting to get too close to Matteo.

"Yeah, maybe. I think I am going to try to create something different, though. This one wasn’t all that safe to use," Matteo said.

Riccardo wished him luck as Matteo headed back to the classroom. That had been powerful, almost too powerful. In hindsight, he could see why. The oil rune created something flammable, the fireball ignited it, and the magnify rune made it huge. All three parts combined to be bigger than the sum of their parts.

He decided to take a little break before he started writing out more rune words. He felt a bit tired. Actually, now that he thought about it, that feeling might be telling him something. He pulled up his stat screen.
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Yep, just as he thought. His mana was low. Even though it had been a few minutes since he had created the rune word, he was still at five points. That meant that his rune word had taken almost his entire mana pool. Normally he was able to blast out runes without worrying about mana. They cost little individually. The rune word had taken well over three times that of a single rune. No wonder it could create such an outsized effect.

He sat there and flipped chalk while he waited for his mana pool to fully recover. If he wanted to discover new rune words, he would need all the mana he could get. Too bad he couldn't affect how fast his pool refilled. That was just a result of what part of the world you were in. Some areas filled you up fast, others, like this one, took a while.

While he sat there, he stared at the rune word he had created. Fireball-oil-magnify looked a little different from the failed rune words. The end of the fireball rune perfectly matched up with the beginning of the oil rune, which led into the magnify rune. All three runes were on a straight line, not up and down like the failed versions. He wondered if that was a clue. The only way runes would form a word is if their lines matched up and the rune word was in a straight line.

After fifteen long minutes of waiting, Matteo was finally full again. This time, he decided to try out something a little safer. Hopefully, water-based attacks wouldn’t pose as much danger to him. The rune word of waterjet-oil-magnify didn’t look good, but he wrote it out, anyway. This would be a good test of his theory. Nothing. All six permutations of those three runes were failures.

He looked at the list of six runes he knew, and tried to envision which ones would match up well, based on the shape of the runes alone. Crystal-fan-ears seemed like it might work, so he wrote it out. It sounded like nonsense, but it looked good all written out. He put his pen to the chalkboard and started tracing. He was very curious to find that it worked.

What kind of spell would use crystals, fans, and ears? Maybe a sonic-powered spear that spun in a circle? It seemed so bizarre. He would just have to test it out and see. He walked back to the quartermaster’s office and got himself armor and a shield. He didn’t want to get hurt if the spell backfired on him.

Next, he walked out to the archery range and said, "Hey, Riccardo. You want to see me test my next rune word?"

The answer was immediate. "No!"

"Aw, come on. I won’t test it here. We’ll go to the edge of the shell," Matteo said.

"It’s almost dinnertime. Buy me a döner kebab and I will come with you," Riccardo replied.

"Fine. If I have to, I will pay for the pleasure of your company," Matteo groused. Despite his words, he was looking forward to a döner kebab now that Riccardo had mentioned it. The cost was negligible after their earnings from the last few months.

It was a short walk from the Ranger headquarters to the city square. Matteo could see broken cobblestones and burn marks from the not-riot his parents had instigated. What he didn’t see was the usual assortment of food stands and the crowds that came to eat them. Instead, the square was mostly empty and only one stand was open. Thankfully for his belly, it was the döner kebab shop.

After he ordered, Matteo said, "Where is everyone?"

"You didn’t hear? The mayor has ordered everyone to prepare to evacuate the kaiju," the kebab man said as he sliced meat off a rotating stick. "Everyone is at home, packing or panicking. Mostly the latter. People are losing their minds."

Matteo looked around. He hadn’t realized the word had gotten out already. He had been focused on the immediate, trying to solve the problem in front of him. He hadn’t considered what it would be like to be a normal citizen on the shell. Everything was fine one day, and the next day dozens of their protectors and friends died. Now they had the prospect of losing everything, including their lives. No wonder people were panicking.

"Well, thanks for being here today," Riccardo said. "Everything is better with a döner."

"You got that right, boss," the kebab man said with a click of his mouth.

"How are you so calm?" Matteo said.

He touched the side of his nose and said, "I have a secret." He waited until they leaned in to say, "I am poor! Everything I own is in the back of my stand here. When it comes time to leave, I will be packed in five minutes. No need for me to stress, I just make the kebabs."

"That’s a good attitude to have," Matteo said. He made sure to give the man a tip on top of the regular price.

Riccardo and Matteo ate their döners as they walked towards the edge of the shell. Now that they knew what was going on, they saw signs of a stressed town. People hurried across the streets, huddled inside and peeked out windows. The sun was still up, but it felt like the middle of the night because it was so quiet.

Eventually, they got to the edge of the shell. It was weird being here. The ground was closer than normal, but they were still several stories above it. Matteo shook his head and pulled out his shield. Riccardo armored up and said he would jump in to protect him if something went wrong.

With a bit of trepidation, Matteo released the rune word. The tip of his pen glowed and crystals formed in front of him. There were a dozen crystals arrayed in front of him, eleven of them, ranging in size from a few feet tall to over ten. The crystals hovered in midair and started to spin slowly. Matteo took a few steps back and put up his shield. The crystals spun faster and faster until they started making a sound. It was a strange sound, high and low pitched at the same time.

The crystals warbled and trilled. It took him a few moments, then he realized what was going on. The rune word spell was playing music. He relaxed and listened. It was beautiful. The music had a calming presence, making him feel better about the day.

"Well, don’t see how that’s going to be useful in battle," Riccardo said.

"Yeah, no. I don’t think so either. Not all of these will be attack spells. It’s not like I have a choice. I just have to combine the few runes I have. I wish I had better, but it is what it is," Matteo said. He wasn’t really disappointed about the failure. The music had brightened his day a little.

"You need more runes, huh? Only place I saw those was at the founders temple and in the director’s house. One is far away, and the other is destroyed. Too bad."

"Actually, you might be onto something. The director’s house was just broken, not burnt or anything. We might be able to find some runes in the wreckage. Excellent idea, Riccardo!"


Chapter 60: The Legacies We Leave Behind

Matteo and Riccardo walked up to the front edge of the shell. There were a pair of guards there, standing watch over the elevator.

"Only authorized people are allowed to use the elevator. We aren’t evacuating yet," one of the guards said.

His partner nudged him and said, "Do those two look like civilians to you? Honestly." He turned towards them and said, "Who is your commanding officer and when will you be back from patrol?"

"Captain Angelica and we aren't going on patrol. We are just heading down to the neck. The head now, I guess," Matteo said. "We are checking the wreckage of the mansion."

The smarter guard nodded and said, "Sounds good. Just so you know, we have to check you and report anything you are taking back up. Don’t want no looters, you know?"

Matteo nodded. He understood the need for the procedure. Still, the thought that anyone would loot the director’s mansion for personal gain made him sick. The man had been like a grandfather to all of them. What kind of scum would desecrate his memory like that? Actually, now that he thought about it, he was sure that Dimitris would, if he were still alive. Thankfully, that particular bit of scum was dead.

He felt guilty for not seeing that Dimitris was a real cultist sooner. The signs were all there, but his asshole ways distracted them. They all hated him, but they didn’t realize why. Matteo shook his head. No point in dwelling on past mistakes. Time to see if he could avoid future ones.

They stood in front of the director’s mansion. What was left of it, anyway. The mansion had been slowly crushed from the side. A hundred feet of mansion now took up fifteen feet. There were still two stories, the outer wall leaning precariously but not fallen over yet.

Matteo had a feeling he would be using all of his constitution points today. Just climbing up there would require grabbing dozens of sharp shards of wood and glass. Then they would have to sift through wreckage until they got to the layer where the director had stored his enchanting tools.

"Stay here. I know where he stored the enchanting stuff," Riccardo said.

Before Matteo could say anything, Riccardo had armored up and was climbing the wreckage. He looked like some sort of strange insect monster. Once he got to the upper level, he shoved himself inside. The sounds of wood breaking and glass shattering followed his progress through the former mansion.

A few minutes later, he returned holding a large metal box. After he jumped down to the head, Matteo realized it was a safe. Riccardo had pulled the entire safe out of the wall and carried it out. He looked at Matteo’s expression of disbelief and said. "I figure we can just open ‘er up topside. That way, they know we didn’t take nothing. And they can watch the safe so no one else steals it."

Matteo tilted his head and said, "Well reasoned. Let’s go."

They were silent as they took the elevator up to the shell again. The repaired contraption was not nearly as smooth as the original. It stuttered and jerked every ten feet or so. Once they were at the shell, they both quickly hopped off. Riccardo set the safe down in front of the guards posted there.

"Figured you lot can take care of this after we are done," Riccardo said.

He didn’t wait for them to respond. He just stabbed his clawed hand into the edge of the safe door. Using his ability to reform his armor, Riccardo sunk his claws into the gap and expanded it. The metal screeched in protest, but he continued. Matteo glanced up to see the guards take a step back. They must be one of the civilians granted an artifact. They weren’t used to casual displays of power like this.

Once the safe door popped open, Riccardo stepped back and gestured to Matteo. He nodded to his friend in thanks and knelt to examine the contents. Hopefully, what they wanted would be in here. It would be embarrassing to have to go back down again. Matteo ignored the gold stater and enchanted jewelry. He grabbed the stack of papers and started sifting through them. There were land deeds, a relic ownership form, correspondence with the Carcassonne army. Finally, he found what he was looking for. A small leather-bound notebook, full of runes.

"This is what I needed, sirs. Thank you for your service," Matteo said and walked off. He overheard the guards talking about the gold and jewels as they walked away.

Matteo spent the journey back to the Ranger headquarters with his head stuck in the book. Each page was devoted to a single rune, and most of the book was filled. It had dozens of runes inside. The director had notes in the margins for most of the runes, but not all. The notes were about his research into the uses of the runes. It seemed like he had gotten the runes without knowing what they did. He must have spent years researching their uses.

This book was suddenly the single most valuable thing he owned. Not only could he vastly improve his capabilities, but these runes would be worth a heavy pouch of gold in the city. He clutched the book to his chest as he thought about it.

He only now realized that it was getting dark. His obsession with the director’s notebook had distracted him. He turned to Riccardo and said, "I think I am going to head home. I need time to read through all of this before I start experimenting. What are you up to tomorrow?"

"Throwing spikes at the archery range," Riccardo said as he slumped his shoulders.

"Don’t worry, you will get it. It just takes practice. I will swing by there before I start trying out new spells. I would be happy to use you as a human shield," Matteo said.

Riccardo shoved him and laughed. They parted ways and Matteo turned his attention back to his book. Now that he thought about it, he realized he had been wrong. It wasn’t really his, it belonged to the town. The only reason he had it was because it would help him fight better. He would have to return this when everything was all over.

With that in mind, he decided he would need to copy out the runes he could use and return the book. He looked down at his arm. It would probably be best to have something he could stuff into the cavity in his forearm. That way, he would always have the runes and rune pen with him. Maybe he would use a long scroll or something. That would be expensive, but he could afford it.

The house was empty when he got there. That made him a bit nervous. He was being silly, though. His parents had risked their lives yesterday, nothing dangerous had happened today. He shook his head and walked to the den. He sat down at his dad’s crafting desk and looked for some paper he could use.

There were a few smaller pieces of paper, and some fancy bits they had used for invitations once. None of it seemed right. His father had a scroll of sheet metal, bronze his dad had used on the internal parts for his arm. He tapped his fingers on the scroll. His dad was awesome. His metal arm had improved his life immeasurably, and it wouldn't have happened without his dad.

Then he smiled. Actually, the metal scroll would be better than paper. He could carve the runes into metal. It would be much more durable and he could make the runes smaller so it wouldn’t take up as much room in the arm. Even better, he could affix this set of runes on the inside of his forearm cover.

Normally, carving runes into metal would take longer than writing them out with a charcoal pencil. But with his strong metal arm and his artifact pen, it would be a breeze. The rune scribe pen was literally made for this kind of thing.

He happily cut off a section of bronze for himself, sized perfectly for his forearm cover. With hurried glee, he started tracing out the runes from the director’s notebook, along with their meaning. The ones he could use, anyway. Two-thirds of these runes had breaks in them. He could only use the ones that were one continuous line.

While he was working, his parents came in. They mentioned a long day and going to bed. He waved to them distractedly and kept at his carving. The whole process was so exciting. Eventually, he had twelve new runes copied onto the sheet of bronze. While he was at it, he copied out the six runes he already knew. He didn’t expect to forget them, but he had the room. At least eight more runes would fit on there.

He bent it into shape and double checked the dimensions. It fit into the flap perfectly. A bit of solder and it was a part of his arm. It was like his own little cheat sheet for runes. He flipped it open and closed several times. It was better than he could have hoped for.

Well, that wasn’t exactly true. Most of the new runes he had written down didn’t say what the rune did. The only ones with descriptions were illuminate, arrange, rebalance, reinforce, wind, and force trap. The remaining seven runes had been in the back of the book. The director probably hadn’t gotten around to testing those runes yet.

Despite the late hour, Matteo decided a bit of experimenting would be fine. He just had to see these new runes in action. First was illuminate. He started to trace it out exactly as written, but then stopped himself. For a test, he wanted a low power version. He traced it out with a smaller "tail" and pointed his pen at the ceiling. A drop of liquid sunlight formed on the tip of his pen. It shot towards the ceiling and absorbed into the stone. The entire ceiling started glowing brightly. He was glad he had lowered the power. A full strength one would be blinding.

Next he experimented with reinforce. It probably made things more sturdy. It seemed like a safe one to experiment with. He grabbed a scrap of paper and cast the rune on it. It would be easy to see how much stronger it got. When he tried to bend the paper, a light blue field shot out and stopped him. He knew that effect! It was the same one that the director used to protect his home. The reinforce rune must be part of the protections on his mansion door.

Matteo played with the piece of paper for a bit, enjoying the flash of blue light that protected the paper. It didn’t actually strengthen the paper; it prevented him from damaging it. After a few minutes, the spell ran out. He sighed. That was the difference between artifacts and enchanting. Enchanted objects lasted much longer. The effects he produced with his pen should be stronger, though.

He looked through the remaining runes. None of them seemed entirely safe to experiment with inside. They all looked like fun to experiment with outside, though. He was most excited to experiment with the wind rune.

It was the one he thought he would be getting when he accidentally copied down the fan rune. More importantly, it looked like it would match up with the fireball rune. Wind and fire were a potent combination. It wouldn’t match up with the oil rune, so he wouldn’t be able to use that rune in this word. Unless...

He quickly sketched out a new rune word, oil-fireball-wind-magnify. It worked. A glowing red spell migrated to the pen’s storage bead. No way he was testing that now. He smiled at the success. No matter what that rune word did, it would be powerful.

All of a sudden the room got darker. Matteo felt very weak. He collapsed to the floor and fell unconscious.


Chapter 61: The Illusion of Choice

Matteo slowly regained consciousness, not quite sure where he was. There was a bright light in his face, and he slung his arm over to cover his eyes. He felt like shit. He rolled over to his knees as he tried to figure out what had happened.

He was just tracing out runes, not doing anything that should be able to knock him out. Focus returned, and he realized that was probably it. Something about the rune word had knocked him out. He pulled up his screen to check his mana.
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Yep, that was it. He must have run out of mana. Overdrawn his mana, more likely. The pounding headache and body aches told him as much. Note to self: rune words with four runes were too much for him right now. He felt like shit. He wondered if he had permanently hurt himself by overdrawing his mana that much.

He went into the kitchen and made himself a willow bark tea for the pain. It didn’t help much. He decided to just go to bed. Today had been a long day. He slumped into his hammock and set himself rocking.

When he woke up the next morning, it smelled bacon. He eagerly walked into the kitchen and sat down with his parents to eat. Dad had made a large spread: bacon, eggs, fruit, and crepes.

"What’s the occasion?" Matteo said, as he dug in.

"It’s probably going to be the last nice breakfast we have in a while. We are starting the evacuation today at noon," mom said.

It just hit him that his parents were Wardens now. The mayor had assigned all the citizens with artifacts to the position so that the rest of the bound could focus on the defense of the kaiju. It was wild thinking of his parents with that position, so unlike them. Matteo said, "You are evacuating already? I thought we still had a few days until the crab got here."

Dad shook his head. "That’s why we are evacuating now. We want the civilians off the shell before Tartaruga stands up to fight the crab. Once that fight has started, it would be almost impossible to evacuate. Besides, it will take a few days to get everyone off the shell. Our jobs today will be controlling traffic. It’s going to be a nightmare."

"That’s what the ensign said, but I think that young man was wrong," mom said while she munched on a fruit filled crepe. "I was talking to the girls about it yesterday, and I think we can convince Marcos to make three more ramps. With five exit ramps, we could get this done today."

"I hope you are right honey," dad said. He turned to Matteo. "Meet us here at dusk. We are going to pack up then. I don’t want to leave anything behind that has emotional significance."

Matteo nodded and glanced around the house. There were a lot of memories here and they wouldn’t be able to take it all with. They could only take what they could carry. The town's carts were reserved for the food supply.

After breakfast, they parted ways. Matteo headed towards the Ranger headquarters. The reality of the situation was starting to sink in. They were evacuating the town. The orb of control was gone. The enemy kaiju was headed this way. Things were not looking good.

He had been focused on the tasks in front of him. One foot in front of the other. Now that he looked up, the future was looking grim. This was the death of Tartaruga Town. Even if they were able to somehow beat the crab, they couldn’t turn the turtle around to load everyone back up.

The mayor had said they would be working on multiple different solutions at once. Now Matteo saw that as a lie. The surrender, the fight with the soldiers and their kaiju. It was all delaying tactics so that the citizens would have more time to escape. She probably planned on ordering a retreat as soon as the kaiju were fully engaged in a fight.

It hurt Matteo to consider abandoning Tartaruga like that, but it was probably the right decision. It would help no one if the Rangers died. The people needed their protectors. They would be crossing miles and of monster infested land. The amount of people out there would be basically ringing the dinner bell for monsters.

He was still lost in thought when he got to the archery range. Riccardo was there, practicing his spikes. He was getting better, but none of the spikes had hit the bullseye yet. It was remarkable progress, but nowhere near the precision needed to go up against trained soldiers.

"Hey little buddy," Riccardo said. "Is it time to test another spell? What is it this time, a child’s toy or an abomination against nature?"

"Probably the second one," Matteo said. "Unrelated, I think you should help with the evacuation work. The townsfolk need more protection from monsters, and the fight between kaiju will be long range."

"What are you going to do?" Riccardo asked.

"I will be on the shell, my spells are suited to this," Matteo said.

"Then that’s where I will be. I am not going to abandon you," Riccardo said, shrugging.

"No, you can’t..." Matteo stopped when he saw his face. "Alright fine. But if the order comes to retreat, we head out right away, ok? No heroics."

"You got it. No heroics. Now, let’s go test your new spell, so you can be a hero," Riccardo said.

Matteo shook his head and started walking. They quickly made it to the right edge of the shell, between the legs. Matteo looked out at the arid desert. There wasn’t much sand out here, but he couldn’t understand why anyone would want to live here. He pointed his pen at a distant mesa and loosed the stored spell.

The rune word took a moment to form a ball of red magic that quickly grew. A roiling fireball appeared ten feet in front of Matteo and shot off. The fireball grew as it flew, about fifteen feet wide. A hissing sound accompanied the spell, quickly fading as the fireball flew away. It continued on through the air, crossing hundreds of feet in less than a moment.

Faster than he expected, the fireball was already at the mesa. It exploded twice. One small detonation, and then a larger one about fifty feet wide. A crater appeared in the rock face as boulders started flying. The sound of the explosion hit them a moment later, loud enough to be felt.

Matteo stumbled back in shock. That had been insane. This wasn’t just larger than his normal fireball, it was a few orders of magnitude larger. That wasn’t a fireball, it was artillery.

"Damn, buddy!" Riccardo said and slapped him on the back. "That’s what I am talking about! Yes! Just pump out a dozen of these and you can win the battle on your own."

Matteo laughed humorlessly. "I can’t. Creating that one almost killed me. It takes more mana than I have to create. I was just clearing it out so I could test out other rune words."

"Well, shit," Riccardo said and deflated.

"Yeah. But this wasn’t the only possibility I had to test. I have hundreds of more possibilities to go through. I have high hopes for the combination of the runes for wind, fan, and crystal. Oh, but before I do that, I want to test some of the other runes I haven’t gotten to yet," Mateo said.

He popped open the cover of his forearm compartment and refreshed himself on the shape of the runes there. He was so glad for the increase to his senses stat. In addition to enhancing his perception, it helped his visual and special processing. That meant that he could glance at a rune and trace it out successfully. It still took him a few seconds, but he hoped that an increase to his dexterity would get that time down.

The first rune he tested was the wind rune. It was a component of the gargantuan explosion he had just caused, but he hadn’t tried it out on its own yet. Predictably, it created a gust of wind. The scaled-up version might be useful if he wanted to blow people off the edge of the shell or a cliff.

Next came the force trap rune. He didn’t know what to expect with this one. He activated the rune and took a step back. A dark blue hexagon shimmered into existence. It was about three feet wide and hovered in the air. Then it slowly faded away.

"That’s it? I guess they can’t all be winners," Riccardo said.

"Actually, I don’t think it’s done," Matteo said.

He had a feeling the spell was still active. He rifled through his pockets and pulled out a silver ring. He tossed it in front of him. The ring flew into the space where the hexagon had been. A blue light flashed out, and the ring shot backwards with a high-pitched ting.

"So cool!" Riccardo said. He pulled out a silver ring of his own and tossed it into the air. The ring flew through the air and off the shell. Evidently, the force trap was single use only. Riccardo stared at his ring as it fell through the air. "You owe me a ring, buddy."

Matteo laughed. "I’ll buy next time we get gnocco fritto. It may be awhile since the town is evacuating."

"Yeah, I heard about that. It feels weird, doesn’t it? Our entire hometown leaving the shell. I hope you can find a good spell, because I can’t stand the thought of leaving home forever. Tartaruga is all we have known since we were born. How can we build a life without him?" Riccardo said.

Matteo didn’t get a chance to reply because someone was running their way. It was Captain Angelica, and she started talking before she even came to a stop. "Please tell me that explosion was you, Matteo."

"It was, actually," Matteo said.

"Oh, thank Ma’at. We might actually have a chance of winning this thing. I felt that thing from inside headquarters. They told me the explosion was a hundred feet wide," Angelica said.

"It was big, but not quite that big. Doesn’t matter though. Creating it almost killed me. I don’t have the mana for it, and it overdrew me hard. I don’t think I can do that again," Matteo said.

"What if we get you a few artifacts to absorb? You have green magic, right?" Angelica said.

"Yeah, green. But I don’t know if we have any left. The mayor handed out everything I took from the vaults, and I am pretty sure the civilians bonded with them already." Matteo said. When he saw her face fall, he hurried to continue. "But that doesn’t mean I can’t come up with something. I created a big flamethrower yesterday, and I have lots of other runes I can still try out."

Angelica steeled herself and said, "You do that. In the meantime, I will check into green artifacts for you. We might have some in the colonel’s office. Sometimes he kept them in there instead of handing them over to the Wardens right away."

"Yes sir," Matteo said. He wasn’t sure if she heard him though. She had already turned and jogged off.

He turned back to Riccardo and said, "You can head out now. None of the other runes I want to test are dangerous. I will come get you when it’s time to test the big stuff."

Riccardo sighed heavily. "I want to stay and watch, but I really should get back to training. I’ll see you later."

Matteo patted him on the shoulder and he trudged off. Next, Matteo wanted to test the arrange rune. It was very different from the other runes he had learned, something more esoteric than the straightforward magical effects the other runes created. First, he needed to test what types of things the rune could arrange.

He emptied his bag onto the shell, coins of different denomination, his lunch, and a knife and short sword. He took a few steps back and fired the arrange rune at the pile. The objects started moving themselves about, creating a row of discrete piles. It was pretty much what he expected. The only problem was that the organization didn’t make any sense. A pile of rings was next to the short sword, which was next to an apple. Down the line were gold staters, crepes, brass bits, the knife and nuts. He had expected the money to be grouped to one side and the food on the other, but it hadn’t done that.

He shook his head. It must only organize things that were very similar. He was sure that the rune would be useful in many situations, but not in combat. He moved on to testing the next rune, rebalance.

For this one, he created a few different tests. A pile of coins he knocked over, a sword laying down, and himself. The coins were restacked, the sword balanced on its point for a few minutes, and nothing happened to himself. He shrugged. They couldn’t all be winners.

That was all the named runes tested. He itched to test out the unnamed runes he had, but there wasn’t time. He already had a lot of experimenting to do with the possibilities he knew. At least this way, he could partially predict the resulting spell. If he threw unknown runes into a rune word, anything could happen.

He went back to the Ranger headquarters and the chalkboard he had written his notes on. No one had erased things here. The organization was lax with most of upper leadership dead. It was likely no one was cleaning the building anymore. Which was good, because the runes he had written out only had value as long as he kept them secret. Lots of people would get angry with him if he just handed out runes to people for them to spread widely.

With a shake of his head, he got back to work. It was time to focus on rune words that could help save the kaiju. He wouldn’t have to do as much experimentation as he did yesterday. He had learned that he could only handle three runes at a time. Each of the runes had to connect with each other in a line. Those two limiters greatly reduced the amount of possibilities he needed to test.

It still left him with hundreds of possibilities. It was more than an hour before he hit on another successful rune word. Crystal-illuminate-reinforce. He had no idea what that would create. He was excited to try it out, but he doubted it would produce something useful in a fight. He stored the rune word and got back to work.

Actually, he needed to take a lunch break first. The successful rune word had mostly drained his mana pool. He needed to wait for it to refill. Once he was done with lunch, he got back to work. Testing and testing. He tried not to get his hopes up for each new rune word, but he did anyway. His hopes were raised and dashed over and over again.

Finally, two hours after lunch, he hit on another success. Crystal-fan-force trap. That one sounded like something useful in battle. He hoped that it would create an invisible mine that exploded with spinning crystals when someone walked into it.

Matteo decided that now was a good time to test the two rune words he had stored. He needed to take a break to refill his mana, anyway. Before he could walk to the back where the archery range was, he heard some shouting coming from the street. He walked to the front door to investigate.

People were walking by, almost all of them angry and on the verge of panic. The rest of them were furious and full on panicking. They yelled angrily as they walked headward.

A few Rangers were standing on the front steps watching the crowds and Matteo said to one, "What’s going on?"

She turned back to him, tears on her face. "They can’t escape. They reversed the evacuation and they are going to wake up the kaiju."

"What? Why?" Matteo said.

She pointed into the distance. "The crab isn’t the only kaiju headed our way."

He turned to look. In the far distance, he saw something moving slowly. It was a kaiju of some sort. He couldn’t tell what from this distance. The important fact was that it was coming from the south. The crab was coming around the mountain range to the north. With the canyons of the shattered valley to the east and the mountains to the west, they were fully boxed in now.


Chapter 62: Impending Doom

Matteo’s shoulders slumped as the weight of the world bore down on him. They were being boxed in from both sides. The crab kaiju was rounding the mountains from the north, and a second kaiju was heading their way from the south. It was clear that they wanted to kill Tartaruga and all of his residents. Whatever they were doing in this part of the country, they wanted to keep it secret by eliminating all witnesses.

He had already thought that fighting one kaiju was a losing proposition, but now... Now it seemed like he only had a day to live. It wasn’t a certain thing. Both of the other kaiju were smaller than their own, but still. Things weren’t looking good.

His chest hurt. He looked tailward again, this time focused on the town. This would be the last day for everyone, all of his friends and family, too. He started walking. He wanted to talk to his parents.

"Oh, good, you are still here," Riccardo said. "Come on, the captain wants you for something."

"But wait. Did you see?" Matteo pointed.

"Yeah, they all know. I think that’s what this is about," Riccardo said. "Come on."

Matteo let himself be led headward to the Warden’s building. It was close. They passed the commander's office, which was full of people yelling. Riccardo led him back to a conference room. He stopped at the door and gestured inside. The mayor, Angelica, and Martin were standing around the table in the middle of the room. Aids were walking in and out of the room, discussing things with people standing around the edge of the room.

The table had been converted into a map. Someone with wood shaping skills had built a scale model of the valley they were in, complete with mountains, canyons, mesas, and three kaiju. The side closest to him had the new kaiju to the south.

"... about coming at this from another angle? We still evacuate, but to the east this time," Martin said and pointed to the shattered valley. "We know Tartaruga can’t go that way because of all the canyons. I am willing to bet their crab can’t go that way either. If we evacuate everyone to one of these mesas over here, we only have to deal with the little kaiju," Major Martin said.

Angelica shook her head, "It’s the outriders again. We know they are here, here, and here," Angelica said and pointed to red dots encircling Tartaruga on the ground. "If we try and get ten thousand people past them, it would be a slaughter. We just don’t have enough bound to protect them from the Thatcham soldiers out there. The evacuation was already a risky proposition when we were only up against random monsters. Against soldiers that can use hit and run tactics? We wouldn’t have a chance."

"What if we take the ballista with us?" Martin said. "You said they were our best weapons for this fight because they can throw heavy artillery. We just detach them and take them with us."

Angelica shook her head again. "No. The ballistae are useless against soldiers. They can just spread out to reduce the impact. We are going to use them against the kaiju. It’s the only smart move."

"You know this, Martin. You are grasping at straws. I have already ordered for them to wake up Tartaruga. We need him standing so we have a chance of winning this thing," the mayor said.

While he waited for them to notice him, Matteo got his first look at what kind of kaiju was coming at them from the south. The wooden figure on the map looked like a lizard had been given too large back legs and forced to walk on two legs. An oversized tail dragged on the ground and helped it balance. A line of jagged spikes ran along its spine. Its head was huge with rows of impractically large teeth.

"What is that thing?" Matteo said, mostly to himself.

Angelica looked up and said, "We aren’t sure. It doesn’t look like any kaiju we have ever seen. It’s kind of like some monster reports we have gotten, but much, much bigger." She shook her head. "But that’s not important right now. I think I found a solution to your mana issue."

She turned around and pointed at someone standing at the wall. An aid held a small vial in her hands, gold plated and jewel encrusted. Angelica said, "That’s a mana potion our dear director had in his safe. Highly illegal because of how it’s made, but I think it can help you create your best spells."

Matteo had walked around the table to stand next to the aid holding the mana potion. He hesitated before accepting it. "Wait, how is it made?"

"You don’t need to know. No one will get you in trouble for using it, and it’s our only one," Angelica said.

Matteo stood up straighter. "How is it made?"

Angelica massaged her temples and stared at the floor as she spoke. "They let someone bind with a fragile artifact, and then they break it. Breaking an artifact that is bound doesn’t turn it into motes. It creates a sludge that can be refined into a dozen potions. It kills the person bound to the artifact." She looked up, staring into Matteo’s eyes. "If I had known the director had this last month, I would have broken into his mansion and destroyed it. But now, we have to use it. We have to try everything we can to save them."

Matteo stepped back.

The mayor said, "Don’t do it because it’s the right thing to do. It’s not. That potion is an abomination. Do it because we won’t make it easy for them. We are going to go down kicking and screaming. We will cost them every life that we can."

"Is that what this is? Not our plan to save the town, but how we can be the most spiteful on our last day?" Matteo asked.

"We are also planning to scatter into hundreds of groups after Tartaruga goes down. Maybe some of them can escape the net," Angelica said.

That was a yes. None of them expected to survive, they just wanted to take some of the Thatcham soldiers along with. He held out his hand and said, "Alright. I’ll do it."

"Thank you, Matteo," Angelica said earnestly. "Please report here tomorrow afternoon. We don’t expect them to be here by then, but we want everyone in place before dinnertime."

"Yes, sir," Matteo said, his voice cracking.

He left right after that, Riccardo falling in step with him as he left the building. He sensed something was off and didn’t say anything. Matteo didn’t know how to break the news to his friend. One day. They had one day left in this world. A headache started as they walked tailward.

"I guess they told you this is it, right? Our chances aren’t good," Riccardo said.

"You knew? I thought they were keeping it a secret so they wouldn’t spread mass panic," Matteo said.

"Eh, it’s still a secret, just not a closely guarded one. As long as no one is rioting in the streets, you can tell your family and friends," Riccardo said.

Matteo pulled him in for a tight hug. "That’s what you are, my friend and my found family."

Riccardo hugged him briefly and then pulled back. "No heartfelt speeches today. We can do that tomorrow before the battle. I think they are having our squad fight together. You can tell me something sappy right before we die."

Matteo laughed and wiped a tear from his eyes. "I love you too, man."

"Hey, what did I just say? Save it for tomorrow," Riccardo said as he walked off.

Matteo continued down the street towards his parents’ house. He slowed down, taking in the landscape. It was too bad that his last view would be of desert mesas and scrub brush forests. The sunsets for the last few days have been nice, though. There was something about sunsets in the desert that made them extra colorful.

He looked out to the east, trying to see the enemy soldiers that made evacuation impossible. He did actually see some smoke coming from behind a mesa to the left. Those bastards. He was going to do his best to kill as many of them as possible tomorrow.

The shell tilted under his feet. Tartaruga was getting up. Whatever they had done to wake him up must have been successful. If only they could convince him to flee before the noose tightened.

Actually, that gave him an idea. He was suddenly a little more hopeful as he walked up to his parent’s house.

"Mom? Dad?" Matteo called as soon as he walked inside.

"In here," his dad called from the kitchen. "I got these persimmons for cheap and I don’t want them to go to waste."

Matteo walked in and saw his mom sitting at the kitchen table and his dad making dinner. "Oh, good, you are both here. Listen, I have an idea on how to save the neighborhood. It won’t work for the whole turtle, but I think we can save at least fifty people, maybe more."

He sat down and leaned forward. "East of here, about a half day’s walk is a founder’s ruin. It is hidden under a fake mesa. It’s a city big enough to house lots of people. I can’t come with you, but I will draw you a map. If you leave tonight, I bet the Thatcham soldiers won’t even know you were gone. Angelica said that they already have outriders out there to kill people trying to escape their net, but I think they won’t be expecting a small group to escape after Tartaruga has already stood up. I think you can sneak past them."

Mom put her hand on his arm and said, "That’s a great idea, honey. You should run it by the neighborhood watch. But..." She turned to look at her husband. "We aren’t leaving. We are artifact bound and we are going to do everything we can to save everyone’s lives, not just a few."

Matteo clenched his hands and said, "That’s just it. You can’t save everyone. I was in the meeting. None of them think we are going to win this thing. You have to go now. Staying here is almost certain death."

"We know, honey. They didn’t sugarcoat things in the briefing," mom said and patted his arm. "But that doesn’t change things for us. The right thing is to stay here and fight. That’s what we are going to do."

Matteo looked at his mom, then his dad. They both had that look. The look where they had made up their minds and nothing would change it. He put his head in his arms and started crying. His mom patted his arm again.

He let the tears fall, mourning his parents, his home, and himself. He hadn’t given up yet. He was going to give it his all during the battle tomorrow. But it would be stupid to believe they had a chance of escaping this fight unscathed.

After twenty minutes, his dad presented the meal. Persimmon risotto with pancetta and goat cheese. It was something he had never had before. He actually liked it. It was a sweet and savory dish, one that he hoped he would get a chance to eat again. As he looked to his parents, he felt his resolve strengthen. He would eat with them again. His friends too.

He would not wallow in despair, his fear did not rule him. He would not slip gently into death. He would rage, rage against the dying of the light. The Thatcham soldiers would have a surprise waiting for them when they got here. He was going to do everything possible to save Tartaruga Town, and a few impossible things besides.

Who cares if they had two war kaiju? Their turtle was bigger than either one of theirs. So what if the crab had claws able to rend the shell and the mega lizard was an abomination of nature? He would make them rue the day they left home. He would make sure none of them made it back.

In fact, he already had an idea of how he could tip things in his favor. A risky new plan that might work. He walked outside. He had a feeling that one of his two new rune words would be helpful tomorrow, and he needed to test them out.


Chapter 63: Kaiju Battle Part I

"That’s a stupid plan. Risky doesn’t even begin to describe it. It’s suicide with extra steps," Angelica said as she rubbed her temples.

Matteo had tested out his new rune words last night. Crystal-fan-force trap had been a dud. It created a small tube of crystal with a fan inside. The tube immediately flew off in an uncontrolled spiral. When it hit the ground, it exploded into crystal shards. It was interesting, but not something he could control. But the crystal-illuminate-reinforce rune word was so useful, he came up with a plan centered around it. First thing in the morning, he had found Angelica and presented his idea. He thought it had a chance to work, but he wasn’t disagreeing with her. It was a stupidly risky plan. He just stood there and looked at her.

Angelica looked at him with a complicated expression on her face, then off into the distance. She said, "Alright, fine. Some of our other plans aren’t any better. You can take your squad and one other. That’s it." She called over an aid and said, "Matteo’s a mission lead now. Assign him a squad to work with, a non-essential one."

"Actually, I have an idea of who would work best. I can give you their names," Matteo said.

"As long as they aren’t already spoken for, you can have whoever you want. Your plan is the last one. Everyone else already scooped up our best fighters," Angelica said and dismissed him.

Matteo worked with the aid to come up with a list of the people on his team. Two squads worth of people. His own squad hadn’t been spoken for yet. Ilaria, Chiara, and Riccardo were his. He wanted others, but he ended up with Calliope, Charalampos, Cappa, and his Mom and Dad. No one over the rank of Private on the whole team.

By the time everyone was assembled, they only had three hours to practice together. Matteo needed to report back at the head by noon. His rune word fireball was part of the turtle’s opening salvos.

"Now that we have everyone, let’s jump right into it. I have been appointed a mission lead. All of you will be reporting to me a few minutes after the fighting starts. If you survive, you will be reporting back to the standard command structure after the mission," Matteo said.

"If we survive? What the hell do you want us to do?" Calliope said.

Matteo ignored the question and said, "I am going to start off by explaining everyone’s skill set, so we are all on the same page. I am level ten and my pen can produce a variety of spells as long as I have the runes for it. Things like fireballs, waterjets, and crystal fences. Ilaria here can create electric fields strong enough to knock people out or kill them. She is effective at range, as well as touch. Chiara can summon terror wasps to do her bidding, which explode on contact. Riccardo can give himself a variety of different monster armors. He will be our vanguard."

He gestured to the four of them to stand to the side. Then he turned to the new arrivals and said, "Any of you drastically change your skill sets since I saw you last?" When they shook their heads, he continued, "Alright. Calliope can control her metal hats. She is effective and deadly with them. Charalampos can create dozens of copies of his crowbar. Cappa creates and throws ice javelins."

Matteo walked over to his parents and said, "These two wonderful people are my parents. My mom can create armor, and my dad can throw anything he touches with that stick. Anything, including people."

"You can throw people now?" Riccardo said, "Awesome artifact, Mr. Del Fante." He held up his hand for a high five. Matteo’s dad grinned and slapped it hard.

"Anyway, we are going to spend an hour or two practicing being thrown," Matteo said and pointed towards the fields behind them, "Not a lot of soft landing spots on the turtle, but dirt is better than shell, I guess."

"Why is Mr. Del Fante going to throw us?... Wait," Calliope said and narrowed her eyes, "Where is he going to throw us?"

Matteo snapped his fingers and pointed at her. "I think you already know."

"That’s suicide. It’s like going up to the Thatcham soldiers and pleading for them to kill you first," Calliope said with her hands on her hips.

"I have a few spells that should help mitigate the risk," Matteo said. "But you are right. This is a stupid, risky plan. All of us could die, maybe for nothing. However, if it does work, it would ensure our victory."

She just stared at him. Riccardo stepped in and said, "Wait, catch me up. What’s the plan?"

"This moron wants to throw us onto the kaiju. He wants us to fly hundreds of feet through the air, miraculously survive landing, battle through the enemy's territory, and then what, assassinate their level thirty leadership?" Calliope said.

"Close. We are going after their director. My dad is going to throw us onto the mega lizard and we are going to steal their Circlet of Unity. Without that, the abomination of nature will attack the closest thing, which at that point will be the crab. Then the fight will be two to one in our favor instead of against," Matteo said.

"Kill their director and steal his artifact? That’s your plan? You don’t think they might be protecting him? Just maybe?" Cappa said with ice in his voice.

"Of the two kaiju, it’s clear that the mega lizard is the newer one. Their soldiers will be less trained, and their protections around their director won’t be as well established. This might even be their first major engagement. We will fly right over their front lines and get in and out before they even know where we are," Matteo said.

"If the old man is throwing us onto the mega lizard, how are we getting back?" Calliope said.

"That part of the plan isn’t set in stone quite yet," Matteo said. "I am still working on it."

She shook her head. "I told you this was suicide."

"I am not throwing you over there just to die, son," dad said with his arms folded.

Matteo spread his arms. "I didn’t say I wanted to die. I just said I don’t know how we are getting back yet. Yet. I fully intend on surviving, dad."

"Well then, how are you going to do that? Let’s solidify that part of the plan before we move on," dad said.

They all sat there quietly for a few moments. The tension was high. Matteo was committed to do this, but he needed his father’s help to even get started.

"I have an idea that might work," Charalampos said. "My sister has an artifact that should help. But there is no way she will help if she hears the details of the mission. I am all she has after our parents died. We need to come up with a different story for why we need her help."

"What does her artifact do?" Matteo said, intrigued.

"Well, it’s a toy, and she is sensitive about that fact. So when we see her, don’t mention it," Charalampos started.

...

Matteo shifted uncomfortably. They had talked to Charalampos’ sister and secured their retreat. Riccardo hadn’t been careful about the nature of the mission and they had lost Charalampos to secure his sister’s help. That was fine. Throwing crowbars wasn’t mission critical.

That left them with seven people being thrown between kaiju, still a respectable size for a strike force. They had practiced getting thrown, which was harder than expected. When dad touched him with his artifact, Matteo was frozen in time. Once he was flying through the air, time started once more. It was very difficult to control his instincts and stop flailing about as he flew through the air. The rest of the team had the same issue.

Eventually, they learned to control their instincts and stay balled up for the flight. Rolling on impact was the best way to dissipate the force. By the time lunchtime rolled around, they were ready. Matteo and his team reported in with their various companies. They all had different duties for the opening salvo.

That was hours ago.

The crab and two-legged lizard were still miles away. Tartaruga had seen them and was slowly backing away from both of them. The delay was giving Matteo heartburn. Tartaruga was putting his back up against a canyon. It was a terrible tactic, born of the kaiju’s instincts. Matteo wouldn’t be surprised if he tried to retreat into his shell after the fighting started.

The delay was also giving him a chance to obsess about the mana potion. He had heard about ethical ways to make mana potions, but this wasn’t one of them. This was straight up murder. People had died to make this potion, and they expected him to drink it.

He was still going to do it, of course. It just made him uncomfortable. He decided to just get it over with and downed the potion. It burned all the way down. He had tried forty-proof rum once, this was worse than that. As soon as the potion hit his stomach, he started feeling bloated.

That was the mana stretching his mana core. He started tracing out a rune word before he burst. He quickly traced out oil-fireball-wind-magnify while still making sure not to make a mistake. As soon as he lifted his artifact up, the mana rushed out of him, leaving him feel empty. But not dead.

The mana potion had done its job, keeping him alive and conscious. To his surprise, his stomach still felt like it was burning. The potion was still working, granting him extra mana over time. A few minutes later, he felt bloated again. Having no other choice, he traced out another oil-fireball-wind-magnify. He needed a different name for his spell. Maybe super fireball? Maybe not, that sounded kind of dumb.

Soon enough, three glass beads on his rune scribe pen were glowing brightly. He had stored crystal-illuminate-reinforce before he took the mana potion. The amount of magic stored within his artifact was enormous. Judging by the way his mana pool was still refilling, he could probably create one more. Hopefully, that would use up the last of the potion. He couldn’t continue to store rune words, four was his max.

Matteo traced out another mega-fireball. Cosmic-fireball? Artillery-shell? Whatever it was called, he had another one. Thankfully the mana potion ended then. He was half full on mana when it wore off, a comfortable feeling.

His pen didn’t feel comfortable, though. It seemed to vibrate in his hands, even though he knew it wasn’t moving. He wanted to loose the spells right away. Yet another reason to wish that the fighting would start already.

His wish wasn’t fulfilled. The crab stopped a few miles away and the two-legged lizard swung wide around Tartaruga to join the crab. This was actually good for Matteo’s plan. It meant that the closest kaiju would be the crab, not their turtle. That didn’t make him any happier, though. He just wanted this to be over.

Another half hour passed. Angelica came out of the command hut and walked over to where he was standing at the edge of the shell. She said, "Any chance you could create a second big blast fireball?"

"I already did. The mana potion you gave me let me create three fireballs," Matteo said.

"Three? Really?"

"Yep."

"Why did you tell me earlier? This changes everything," Angelica said and threw up her hands.

Matteo wanted to answer, but she had already hurried back to the command hut. It was a reinforced stone building near the front edge of the shell. All the leadership had been planning out the attack there since this morning.

Ten minutes later, she returned and said, "Alright, it’s go time. Head over to emplacement three L and get ready. Major Martin is floating over to them now. He is going to try and surrender. We expect him to get shot out of the sky. When that happens, I need you to throw your big blast fireballs at the crab’s eyes right away. The third one can go at its mouth, or directly above it."

Matteo nodded seriously and jogged over to the very edge of the shell. The bound with the stone artifact had created a series of stone fortifications for them to hide behind during the fight. He headed over to the third from the left. There were already a pair of Rangers stationed there, and he asked to set up at the window.

The crab kaiju was a quarter mile away now, the great lizard walking to its left. Now that they were closer, Matteo could see steel plates attached to the tops of both of the kaiju. There was movement behind them. There were clearly hundreds of soldiers ready to fight on both kaiju. The crab had dozens of steel buildings, an entire fortified city. The great lizard wasn't nearly as prepared. There were steel plates along its head, but fabric tents along its spine. Despite the rising fear, Matteo was glad to see that his guess had been correct. The lizard kaiju would be a perfect target for his mission.

A large balloon lifted off from Tartaruga’s head, a basket attached to the bottom. Matteo could just make out someone standing in the basket, waving a white flag. The balloon started slowly floating towards the crab. He wondered how the balloon was flying. He didn’t know of anyone with an artifact that could do that.

The balloon drifted towards the crab. Matteo was seriously impressed with Major Martin. They fully expected him to die in the attempt to surrender, but he was trying it anyway on the slim chance that it would save everyone. It was a noble sacrifice. The balloon’s progress was agonizingly slow, and yet over too soon.

When the balloon was fifty feet away from the crab, Major Martin started shouting. It was hard to hear from where he was, but Matteo assumed it was him surrendering. He strained his ears, but didn’t hear a response from the soldiers atop the crab. All of a sudden, a dozen spears appeared around the basket and skewered it. One of them popped the balloon, and it started falling.

Matteo didn’t watch it fall all the way. Instead, he steeled himself and fired one of his rune words at the crab. The first one went screaming towards the left eye stalk. The next one was away before the first even hit. The third and final one was aimed just below that, trying to hit the part of the kaiju’s mouth not covered by chitin.

All three mega-fireballs hit one after another. The explosions were enormous. They covered both eye stalks and its mouth. Anyone standing near those sections would have been vaporized. The sound hit him a moment later, three kicks to the chest. He smiled as he stumbled backwards. He bet they hadn’t been expecting that level of magic from a civilian turtle like theirs.

The fireballs quickly cleared, and a low screech started up. The crab started to retract its eyestalks into its shell, rearing back as it did so. Its left eye had been punctured and blue blood was slowly pouring out. The right eye was uninjured. The soldiers must have protected it in time. Matteo couldn’t see much inside the crab’s mouth, but he thought he saw blue seeping out. His attacks had been successful. The crab's right claw had been moving forward, but the injury to its eyes made it slowly flinch back.

The rest of the Tartaruga force attacked before the fireballs even cleared. Lances of yellow light, blobs of blue, orange terror wasps, and green mist flew out from the edge of the shell. The ballista started firing too, even the ones on the back of the shell. The enormous bolts arced high in the air before they fell back down. All the attacks focused on the soldiers on top of the crab’s claws.

Then the counterattack started.


Chapter 64: Kaiju Battle Part II

Matteo was grateful for the stone fortifications. Very grateful. He ducked behind them as the Thatcham soldiers counterattacked. They fired hundreds of arrows at the shell, over and over again in waves. The arrows were simple wood and iron, but they must have been enhanced with an artifact. Each arrow took large chips out of the stone, steadily shrinking his protection.

The relentless arrows were just the first phase of their attack. Once the Tartaruga side was hiding from the arrows, out came the summons. Five different soldiers created flying beasts. Some were small, blue starlings that flocked together and infiltrated emplacements to peck those inside to death. Others were large, a trio of condors that swooped down to pick up Rangers and drop them off the edge of the shell. Dark shapes swarmed on the other side of the shell. Razorback frogs leapt across the distance, killing whoever they got close to. It was a slaughter, and the kaiju hadn’t even engaged yet.

Angelica yelled out, "Phase!"

A wash of magic spread out from the command hut, quickly spreading out along the leading edge of the turtle’s shell. Everything it touched turned hazy. As the magic washed over him, Matteo shivered and sneezed. That felt weird. After the magic passed, the plink of arrows on stone ended.

Instead, the arrows passed right through him. Everything passed through him. It was like he had been turned into mist. The arrows passed through everyone, the summons were unable to grasp them, yellow beams of light just passed through them. It wasn’t the whole kaiju, just their section of the shell.

Matteo started to walk out of the stone fortification, but a Ranger stopped him and said, "Wait here. They said the phase won’t last long. You don’t want to get caught out when it ends."

Apparently, everyone else had been trained on the tactics they were going to use. Just not Matteo. He expected to be gone by now, but the rain of arrows had boxed him in. In a moment, they would realize that the arrows were useless and stop. That was when he would have to make a break for their meeting point, about a hundred feet away.

As soon as the arrows stopped, Matteo was running. The Rangers yelled at him, but he ignored them. As he ran, he saw Riccardo doing the same. His legs were longer, so he reached their stone fortification first. A few moments later, the phase ended and everything became real again.

Matteo’s heart started beating faster. He was exposed. He couldn’t stop running. Now was the only chance he had to meet up with his team. He pushed himself and dove to slide into the stone fortification from behind. It was one of the larger ones, with room enough for everyone on the mission.

Magic blast and screams sounded outside, but Matteo stayed on the ground to catch his breath. His parents were already there. He gave them a little wave and a smile in between gasps. He was back to normal in a moment. He looked around to see who they had already. Riccardo and Chiara were already there and someone new joined them as he watched. Calliope pulled the same move he had, sliding into the fortification and running into him. Matteo didn’t mind and helped her to her feet while she recovered.

A peek around the edge of the fortification saw Ilaria running this way. She held a huge shield over her head, occasional arrows and spells plinking off it. The arrows had slowed down considerably, enemy archers having decided this would be a longer engagement.

Behind her, Matteo saw his worst fears. The crab’s claw was hitting the shell just to the right of its head. A bright green shield sprung up to protect Tartaruga. It was his natural magic. It wasn’t enough. The crab had magics of its own and was slowly cutting into the shell with a bright line of red force.

Soldiers were pouring off of the claw, jumping onto the shell behind the front lines. Angelica was there, her chain whipping around to push them back. It wasn’t enough. The soldiers had established a beachhead and were holding the line. Every time the Tartaruga Rangers tried to push them back, a soldier teleported in and broke their formation. The Rangers tried different artifacts to combat the teleporter, but he was too quick.

Matteo shook his head. He couldn’t think about them right now. He had to do his job and trust that they would do theirs. He looked over at who was here. Everyone but Cappa was here. They would have to go without him.

"Everyone form up. We are going now," Matteo said.

The squad of five arranged themselves in a line and grabbed their knees. The position would make it easier for his dad to throw them onto the lizard kaiju. First, though, dad grabbed a stone orb, about as big as Riccardo. They had two of them made to help dad get his range in before he started throwing people. Once his artifact touched something, it lost all mass and inertia until he released it. It easily gave him the ability to throw hundreds of yards. Not that he would need it. The great lizard was stomping closer, eyes trained on the turtle’s face.

Matteo started tracing out reinforce runes and applying them to everyone who was getting thrown. It should help them survive the landing uninjured. Matteo probably didn’t need it with his constitution, but the rest of them would.

Once his dad was ready, he nodded over to Matteo. He turned and yelled, "Tartaruga Forever!"

The cry was repeated along the front lines and everyone covered their eyes. It was the code word they had arranged to protect their own side. Matteo threw one of his new rune words, crystal-illuminate-reinforce. The spell shot across the sky as Matteo ducked down and covered his eyes as well. Despite stone, armor, and flesh in the way, he still saw it when the spell went off.

Bright crystalline light strobed across the countryside. It hovered in the sky, far brighter than the sun. The rune word was more than enough to blind anyone that looked in that direction.

While the soldiers were blinded, dad started throwing. The first two were stones, the next six were people. It had been five, but Cappa had arrived at the last second. Matteo was the last one to fly towards the kaiju. He had to make sure everyone had a reinforce rune applied.

Although they had practiced, this was different. This time, he was spinning through the air, hundreds of feet above the ground. It took everything he had to keep his hands locked around his knees. He wanted to stop spinning, to see where he was and direct his landing. But with a horizontal flight like this, the best landing would be as a ball.

After an eternity and three seconds, Matteo landed and rolled. And rolled. Someone caught him and he jumped up. He swayed, dizzy for a moment. He had the reinforce rune and a high constitution, but his inner ear didn’t care. When he regained his equilibrium, he saw they were in a depression on the lizard’s skin. A steel plate lay beneath them, one of the defenses knocked flat by a stone or Riccardo.

Matteo could see a hand peeking out from the edge of the plate, and blood flowing out from under it. Their arrival had already killed Thatcham soldiers, an auspicious start. Matteo looked around to orientate himself.

To their left and right were lines of steel plates, with soldiers huddling behind them. Most of them had been blinded by Matteo’s rune word. Cappa was sending ice spears at the few of them, looking their way. Those that had wisely preserved their sight got a lung full of ice instead. Ilaria was collecting shields from nearby blind soldiers. They hadn’t been able to take them with on their flight.

Riccardo was kneeling next to a prone Chiara. She was softly weeping, holding her arm. It looked broken. Very broken. Riccardo glanced back at Matteo and held out his hand. "She needs that healing potion."

Matteo had a healing potion strapped to his chest. They had only been able to requisition one of them, most of the healing potions and fruit were needed on the shell. He looked at her injury. It looked very painful but not immediately life threatening. He said, "No. She can still walk. We will save it for later. Chiara, give us a dome of terror wasps, your whole compliment. Cappa, quit killing the mundanes, save your mana for the bound. Ilaria, pass out the shields. Riccardo, see that building there? Armor up in your heaviest stuff and break down a side wall. Let’s go!"

They had to cross a hundred feet of lizard skin to get to the main building atop the monster’s head. The kaiju’s pebbly skin meant that they had to run over several hills before they got there, each dip deep enough to lose sight of their destination as they dropped down low. Matteo started tracing out a crystal rune, trying to be ready for anything.

As they made the final summit, a trio of soldiers jumped out of the front door to their right. They weren’t blinded, and the tools they were holding were clearly artifacts. One had a huge wrench, the second a pitchfork, and the third a steel hammer. They saw Matteo’s squad heading their way and turned to face them. The woman with the pitchfork was the fastest to react. She swung her pitchfork their way and the three tines detached themselves and flew their way.

A dozen terror wasps diverted to intercept the tines. The tines curved, avoiding the leading terror wasps and continuing on towards the people. The next layer of wasps was in the right position to intercept the tines and exploded each one.

Matteo yelled, "Keep going, Riccardo!"

The only way this plan had a chance of succeeding is if they didn’t let themselves get bogged down. Cappa threw ice javelins at the trio, and Calliope threw her metal hats at them. Ilaria started charging up an attack. The soldier with the hammer rose it high above his head and yelled something. A large plate of steel appeared in the air above him. The guy with the wrench touched it and flung it at them.

Matteo threw up a crystal fence between them, just in time to catch the steel plate. The crystal shattered a moment after it was fully formed. The inertia on the metal was too great. It continued through the crystal fence and clipped Cappa’s left leg. It cut a chunk out of his thigh and sent him spinning to the ground. Blood fountained from his injury as Cappa screamed and held his leg. Calliope grabbed his chestplate and dragged him behind the part of the crystal fence that hadn’t been destroyed.

Two squad members were injured, and they hadn’t even gotten into the building yet. Matteo unstrapped their only potion bottle and tossed it to Calliope. He didn’t stay to watch her administer it, instead he started tracing out a new rune and followed behind Riccardo.

His armored friend hadn’t paused during the exchange. He had continued to stomp towards the side of the building. The extra weight from his heaviest armor had slowed him down, but he was still faster than most mundane people. As he arrived at the building, he lowered his shoulder and put every ounce of his weight into the charge.

It was much more effective than expected. The steel plate making up this section of the building hadn’t been well secured to the surrounding ones. It barely dented before detaching and slamming to the ground. The steel building only had two rooms. This was the rear room. A large table sat in the center of the room and four soldiers had been standing around it until Riccardo burst in.

The soldiers inside clearly hadn’t expected their wall to fall in on them. They were all facing the door to the right. Riccardo crushed someone with the plate and rolled into someone else. Ilaria sent a ball of lightning into the room and took out two bound at once. Matteo threw up a fan rune in front of the open door to the right so no one could come into this back room..

Riccardo wrestled with the woman he had run into. She was petite, but clearly high leveled. She punched and kicked him, making him cry out. Her strength stat must be super high if she was able to hurt him through his thickest armor. She was well trained and was steadily working to get herself out of his grasp. The tyranny of mass wouldn’t let her, though. Riccardo was just too big. Eventually, he got a lucky elbow in and dropped her like a sack of potatoes.

While they were fighting, Matteo looked around the room. There were crates of provisions and maps tacked to the wall. This building looked like it was the most important one on the lizard’s head, but he didn’t see anyone with a Circlet of Unity or Orb of Control. They had broken into the wrong room.

He turned to the door he had covered with a fan just in time to see someone run right into it and get shredded. Blood and bones splattered across the room. A line of blood painted itself across Matteo’s chest and the left side of his face. He wiped at his eye, smearing the blood around. The sudden gore shocked him and he stumbled back onto the steel plate on the floor.

The plate started moving. The soldier they had flattened on the way in was still alive. Alive and moving, without any visible injuries. He threw Matteo and the steel plate to the side of the room. Riccardo stepped forward to punch him, but the man backhanded him into the wall. Ilaria shocked him, but he shrugged it off. Whatever this guy’s artifact was, it gave him enormous strength and resiliency.

Matteo’s stomach fell. The impossibly strong soldier was wearing a circlet. He would bet his last copper that it was the relic he was here for. He had to figure out how to take down a man that had survived a metal plate to the face and shrugged off some of his squad’s best attacks.


Chapter 65: Kaiju Battle Part III

Chiara had been standing outside the building fighting the soldiers out there. She heard the commotion inside and sent in some of her terror wasps. Seven wasps buzzed inside, one after another. The strong soldier dipped down and grabbed a wooden chair. He used it to bat at the wasps. He was shocked at the explosions at first. He caught on quick and threw chairs at the remaining orange summons. Not a single wasp touched him.

If Matteo’s guess was correct, the impressive soldier was the director of the mega lizard kaiju. The one guy he wished they could run away from was the one he needed to kill and take his relic. Matteo might be able to hurt the man with his rune words, but that would kill everyone within fifty feet.

He was still on the ground from when the soldier threw him up against the wall. It hurt, but nothing was broken. Without getting up, Matteo flipped open the hatch on his forearm. He quickly read through the list of runes he had inscribed on the hatch. He was desperately hoping for a forgotten rune to help him.

Riccardo impacted the steel wall next to him and dented it severely. He had to manipulate his armor to get out of the wall. Matteo did his best to ignore them and traced out a new rune. He had almost forgotten about it.

As quickly as he could, he traced out a full strength ears rune. He set it to target other and blasted the lizard director as soon as it was done. The high leveled man could suddenly hear fifty times better than he had before. Everything was much louder, the people, the fighting, even his own blood. Matteo slammed his metal arm into the wall, making it clang.

The sound was worse than deafening for the soldier. He couldn’t get away from it. He slapped his hands onto his ears and moaned in pain. He fell to his knees and rocked back and forth. Matteo jumped up and snatched the circlet off his head.

"Extraction!" Matteo yelled as loud as he could. Both to let everyone inside and out that they were leaving, and to make the director suffer some more.

The six of them met in front of the hole in the wall. Chiara was openly crying now. Her broken arm was getting to her. Calliope retrieved her metal hats and helped Cappa hobble over. Apparently, he had been injured worse than Matteo knew. The healing potion hadn’t been enough to fully heal him. Riccardo sloughed off his organic armor and pulled out a small device his armor had been protecting. Their exit strategy. It was a small dollhouse with six little dolls inside.

Matteo yelled, "Riccardo, teleport!"

He smashed the dollhouse and a flash of magic washed over them. Then they disappeared.

Or at least it looked that way. In reality, they had shrunk down to one inch tall. Charalampos’ sister had sympathetic magic, her artifact shrunk things she had carved a copy of. While the enemy soldiers were distracted by the flash of magic, they were shrinking down.

In less than a second, the six of them were hidden by the crags of the lizard’s skin. Everything around them was so much larger now. The pebbling of the kaiju’s skin was now a series of mountains. The soldiers they had been fighting looked like kaiju. They stomped forward, waving their hands in the air. Teleport magic was rare. The soldiers were checking to see if Matteo’s squad was invisible. These guys were well trained. Too bad for them. He was sneaky.

"Alright, let’s take care of injuries before we get going. Ilaria, can you use your vambraces as splints for Chiara? Cappa, we need to run hard to get to the edge and your leg isn’t looking good. Do you need crutches or should someone carry you?" Matteo said.

"I’m immune to my own ice. Let me make a cast and crutches and then I can get moving pretty quick," Cappa replied.

Matteo nodded and watched as the injured people were tended to. He looked everyone over and made sure no one was wearing something shiny. They needed to avoid attention until they got to the edge of the kaiju and jumped. Their small size should make it possible to use leaves and wind runes to get back to Tartaruga. They hadn’t had time to test it, and that made Matteo supremely nervous. Still, this was the best he could come up with in the limited time they had.

It was a minor miracle that they had wrested the circlet away from the lizard director. Now all they had to do was survive. Once everyone was ready, they set off. They had to run full out to get to the edge of the kaiju before the shrinking magic wore off. It would have been easier to fly from here, but they wanted to get ignored by the soldiers. A leaf acting strangely here would be shot down as a matter of course. But a leaf far from the conflict would be ignored if anyone even noticed it.

They were about halfway there when Matteo noticed something terrible. The mega lizard was closer to Tartaruga than the crab. When he stole the circlet, he had been counting on the lizard turning on the crab, but it didn’t look like that was happening. In fact, he could see that the lizard was leaning in for a bite of the turtle’s neck. It looked like Tartaruga was going to pull its head and legs in to avoid the attack.

That would be a disaster. The crab’s magic could cut through his shell. If Tartaruga tried to turtle up, he would die. They had to do something about it. Matteo looked down at the circlet in his hands. If only they had someone unbound on their squad, then they could form a connection with the relic. Envoy Panagiotis had said that relics could be used by new people, which is why he stole Tartaruga’s orb.

Matteo stuttered to a stop as he had an idea. He started looking around the head and said, "We need to find a place to hide."

"Why? I thought we still had time before the magic wears off," Ilaria said.

"That’s not it," Matteo said and pointed. "The lizard is attacking Tartaruga. We need to direct him back to the crab. That will take more time than we have left as tiny people."

"How are you going to do that? None of us can bond with the control artifact," Ilaria said and pointed to the circlet in his hand.

"That’s not true, remember?" Matteo said and knocked on his metal arm. Just like when he took his arm off to use Dimitris’ coat, he could do the same thing to use the circlet.

"What does that mean? You have some trick in your metal arm?" Calliope said.

"Something like that. But now that I think about it, you guys don’t need to stay with me. In fact, it would be better if you didn’t. It would be easier to hide without you. Ilaria, you are in charge. Lead them to the leaves near our landing site and jump off the kaiju. You won’t be able to direct the leaf without my wind magic, but you will survive the trip to the ground. You can meet up with the Rangers after the battle. May Ma’at be with you," Matteo said with his hand on his heart.

Ilaria swore and said, "I’m not leaving you. You need someone to guard you while you are directing the kaiju. I’m the best on the squad for taking people out silently. Calliope can be in charge."

Matteo wanted to argue, but they didn’t have time. Plus, he kind of wanted some company while he risked his life on another stupid plan. "Alright, fine. Calliope, you are in charge, same plan." When Riccardo and Chiara started to argue, he continued, "And if anyone else tries to stay with me, I am going to fireball them in the face. Get going, that’s an order."

Riccardo still tried to argue, but Matteo wasn’t having it. He had to limit the amount of friends he got killed today. He forced the four of them to get running. Once they were off, Matteo looked around. There weren’t a lot of places to hide. The only building around had high leveled people looking for them. The tents the soldiers stayed in were far from here on the spine. The only remaining structures were the plates of steel secured to the kaiju’s skin as fortifications. They didn’t have sides, just the flat steel the archers were using for cover.

"What about over there?" Ilaria said, and pointed to the right.

Matteo turned to where she was pointing. "Ew, gross. That’s a terrible idea. Let’s do it."

They ran back and to the right to a building hanging off the edge of the kaiju. An outhouse. No one was using it because they were in the middle of a battle, so it was actually a good place to hide. After ten minutes of running, they reached the outhouse and ducked under the gap in the door.

It smelled. Not too bad because most of the waste went off the edge of the kaiju, but it still smelled. Apparently, these soldiers were better at aiming their arrows than their waste.

Matteo shook his head. He needed to focus. He unstrapped his arm and handed it over to Ilaria. He felt it when he lost his connection to the artifact. It hurt. He had gotten used to level ten, and being back to baseline human was much worse. He donned the circlet and closed his eyes. He felt a connection to the artifact, a bond burrowing into his mind.

A tendril of magic appeared in his mind’s eye. It seemed to be asking him for a target. In the darkness, three large orbs hovered. A green one in the distance, next to an orange one. A blue orb hovered nearby. Both the green and orange orbs seemed out of reach. Not that they were too far away, but that they were too powerful for this circlet. But the nearby blue one was right there, within his grasp.

He pushed the tendril of magic towards the blue orb, wrapping around it. It resisted him for a moment, then gave in. His mind plunged into the orb until it fully enveloped him. The blue of the orb slowly faded. He felt himself expanding, his essence growing to comprehend a greater being. His vision cleared to reveal Tartaruga. Had he picked the wrong kaiju to control?

Slowly, he realized that he was just looking at the turtle. He was controlling the lizard and could see out of his eyes. He could also hear what the lizard was hearing, taste the hot breath from his roars, feel the ground tremble from his steps.

Now that the circlet of unity had settled in, he felt the ability to control the kaiju. No, that wasn’t quite right. His will and the kaiju’s will were one. He wasn’t controlling it; they were both in charge of the body, two minds, one will. They worked together to turn away from the turtle and towards the crab. He felt a seething rage bubble up when he looked at the enemy kaiju.

Matteo didn’t know if that rage came from him or if the lizard hated the crab, too. Either way, it eagerly turned and chomped down on its right claw. His teeth bit into the shell and pierced deep. A visceral joy washed over him.

"We need to go. I think they are going to find us soon," Ilaria whispered.

Matteo opened his eyes. His human eyes. While he had been focused on the kaiju, things had changed. Now he was full size and sitting on the toilet lid. An unconscious soldier was lying on the ground at his feet. Ilaria was peeking out the gap in the outhouse door. A lot had changed since he lost himself in the kaiju’s mind. They moved at a much slower time scale than humans.

The connection with the relic was still active, just in the back of his mind. He felt the mega lizard’s teeth sink deeper into the crab’s right claw. He saw the left claw slowly moving towards him. Out of the corner of his mind, he saw Tartaruga’s mouth wide open, aimed at the crab’s left legs.

He had done it. Now it was two to one against the crab. This was exactly what he wanted.

Ilaria saw his eyes open and whispered, "I think they know we are here. Once you attacked the crab, they started searching everywhere. They haven't thought of the outhouse yet, but they will soon. They have the big guy with them. I think he wants his crown back."

Matteo touched the circlet. He couldn’t let them find him. That trick with the ears rune wouldn’t work again and they had no hope to beat the high leveled soldier in a fight. He took off the circlet and stared at it. Could he keep it? Become the new director? He hadn't ever wanted to lead a kaiju, but this was an opportunity he wouldn't ever have again.

After a moment's contemplation, he realized that was a bad idea. The soldiers were still looking for him. Matteo couldn't risk them getting the circlet back and turning the tides of the battle again. He opened up the toilet lid. He could drop it all the way to the ground. The lizard would continue his fight no matter what now.

He hesitated before he dropped it. It was faintly shimmering blue. He turned and whispered, "Ilaria, try to absorb this."

"What? It’s a relic, not an artifact," she said.

"Just try," Matteo said and pushed it into her hands.

She gave him a frustrated look, but still took it. To her surprise, the relic dissolved into motes of mana and absorbed into her chest. She said, "Mask," with a shocked voice. Her mana core flashed blue, almost blinding Matteo's magic sight.

Ilaria collapsed against the wall, and her eyes rolled up into her head. Matteo jumped to catch her. Had he just killed her? Relics had much more powerful magic than artifacts. Absorbing that much at once might have been too much for her.


Chapter 66: Hungry Kaiju

A Thacham soldier knocked on the outhouse door and said, "Anyone in there?"

Matteo grunted and said, "Yeah, yeah. Just piss off the edge. I am fighting for my life here. It’s like I’m trying to give birth to a log."

"Ugh, way too much info, man. Hurry up. The captain wants everyone to report in. I gotta stay here until you come out," the soldier said.

The soldier’s footsteps grew softer. He must not have wanted to stand too close. Matteo touched Ilaria's neck. There was still a heartbeat. She had survived the massive influx of magic that came from absorbing the relic. But she was still unconscious.

Matteo flipped open his hatch on his forearm where all of his runes were displayed. There had to be something he could use to escape. He fluttered his fingers. He knew there was a solution there, he just didn’t know what. His worry for Ilaria was distracting.

The outhouse tilted to the side. The kaiju must be tilting his head as part of the attack. Matteo listened carefully, hoping the soldier moved on. Mumbled swearing let him know the soldier was still there. He went back to the runes. He was used to using his runes for attacks, he didn’t know what to use for a quick escape.

Fan and wind runes would be nice if they could help slow their descent, but they didn’t work that way. The resulting spells were stationary. He would pass their area of effect in moments.

Eventually, he decided on using the force trap rune. If he set up a series of them from here to the ground, they might be able to survive the fall. Each time he hit one, it would bounce him up. It would be dangerous, especially while holding Ilaria, but everything he did right now was dangerous. He needed to do something before the soldier returned.

Matteo loaded up four instances of force trap and cast reinforce on himself and Ilaria. The rune taking effect on her woke Ilaria up. Matteo put his hand on her mouth before she could say anything. He carefully whispered, "I am so glad you are alive, but it’s time for us to go. There is a soldier right outside. We gotta go before he calls that high leveled guy over."

Ilaria slowly stood up and shook her head. "Actually, I think we should fight. I’m feeling powerful. Real powerful right now. Let’s help Tartaruga win this battle."

Matteo shook his head. "We don’t have a chance against him and even with him out of the picture, we are just two people up against an entire army."

Ilaira shook her head. "Right, right. I let the rush of power get to me for a second. I’m level twenty-one now. It’s a heady rush."

"Twenty-one? Weren’t you level eight before this?" Matteo asked.

"Yeah, and I have a feeling that I would have gone even higher if I could handle it. I felt some of the power evaporate when I was full," Ilaria said.

"What’s going on in there? Do you have someone else in there? I’m opening the door," the soldier outside said.

They had gotten distracted in their conversation and evidently gotten loud enough to hear. Shit. Matteo looked at Ilaria in panic. He wasn’t prepared for this. Ilaria was staring at the door, electricity starting to dance across her skin.

A sword appeared in the gap between the door and the wall. It slid upward to cut the latch. Matteo hurriedly started tracing out a waterjet. Ilaria reached out and touched the sword. Electricity jumped to the metal, and they heard a gurgling sound, then a thump.

Ilaria waited a second, then opened the door and pulled the soldier into the outhouse. It had been cramped before, but now it was ridiculous. She pressed her face to the gap in the door and looked out.

"Ok, no one saw that. We have time to get dressed," Ilaria said.

She reached down and started stripping the corpse at their feet. Matteo joined in on the grizzly work. Both men had been killed with Ilaria's electricity, which meant there was no blood on the clothes. It still made Matteo shutter in revulsion.

They pulled the gray uniforms on over their armor. The chances of a fight were still high, and they didn't want to lose any protection. Ilaria looked good with her uniform, but Matteo looked like he was bursting at the seams. Hopefully, no one would get too close.

While they were getting dressed, Matteo had an idea. "Let’s just walk off the kaiju. With these disguises, we can slip past everyone and down the tail. It’s always touching the ground for balance, so we don’t have to risk jumping."

Ilaria nodded. Once she checked that no one was looking their way, they walked out of the outhouse and headed tailward. There were dozens of soldiers standing about, none of them fighting. A glance up showed why. The mega lizard was still fighting the crab. The armies on both kaiju were on the same side.

The lizard had let go of the crab’s left arm. The injured claw was hanging limp by its side. The right claw was heading towards the lizard's face and it looked like the toothy kaiju was going to try to bite it. Tartaruga was taking advantage of the distraction and had bitten off one of the crab’s right legs.

The soldiers were standing and watching a commotion near the command building. Matteo and Ilaria overheard someone yelling as they walked by.

"... then why did you hide?" a woman boomed.

"I was trying to find them first, but they must have escaped or died," a man choked out.

A glance to the side revealed a tall woman holding the former lizard director up by his throat. The man had seemed impossibly strong before. Now he flailed weakly. Everyone was watching the exchange, awkwardly standing around.

"You should have let us know Gojira was no longer under control right away. Your pride got many good women and men killed. Your selfish actions might have lost us this entire offensive. The punishment for treason is death," she yelled.

The sound of a snap and a thump showed that she carried out the punishment right away. The leader yelled, "We are cutting our losses and killing Gojira. Evacuations start now. Anyone not off this kaiju in ten minutes is going down with the beast. Get to it!"

A chorus of "Yes, sir!" answered her, and everyone sprang into action. They ran off in different directions, collecting weapons and equipment too valuable to leave behind. Ilaria and Matteo jumped to it as well, matching everyone’s speed but heading down the kaiju’s neck.

The kaiju’s position made the first part of their journey easy. It had its neck stretched out, and they were able to jog almost horizontally. They soon reached the spikes along the lizard’s spine. The spikes were wide and jagged, piercing the sky. The strange shape was another reason Matteo was convinced there was something weird about this kaiju. He had seen dozens of different kaiju in his lifetime, but none of them looked like this.

It was a mystery for another day. Today, they needed to focus on escaping. As they neared the tents along the spine, someone yelled out at them. Something about an evacuation. They ignored the voice and ducked behind a nearby spine. Matteo set up a force trap behind them in case they were followed. This far down the spine, there were smaller gaps between the spikes on the spine.

A scream rang out behind them and quickly grew faint. Someone had run into his force trap and gotten bounced far away. They looked at each other and burst into a sprint. Matteo directed them between the next gap in the spikes and set up another force trap between them. They didn’t look back to see how many were following, they just ran.

As they got to the hips, the path downward grew much steeper. Instead of hopping down a steep hill, they were heading down a cliff. If it wasn’t for the pebbly skin, they would be stuck. As it was, they were able to jump from one crag in the skin to the other, zig-zagging down.

Matteo stopped and looked up at a sound. Or rather, the absence of a sound. The mega lizard had been yelling, and that was suddenly cut off. They must have killed the kaiju. It would be collapsing to the ground soon.

They still had most of the tail to go before they reached the ground. Matteo looked around and said, "Let’s wait here for the big guy to fall. No one is following us and it will be easier to get off once he is on the ground."

She agreed to wait, and they watched as the kaiju slowly fell to the ground. It was majestic and terrible, ponderous and quick. They were able to walk along the tail as it twisted, staying on top. Once it stilled, their trip to the ground was short.

"Come on, we need to regroup with the squad and get back on the shell," Matteo said, as they hit the ground.

He wouldn’t be surprised if the other four were already on the shell. They had been up on the lizard kaiju for a while. They started jogging around the kaiju’s corpse and towards Tartaruga. The kaiju battle had moved away from the mesas and canyons, into a flatter area with scrub brush and cacti. They had to slow down a bit, so they didn’t run into the latter.

There was a commotion to their right. There were sounds of fighting and flashes of light about a hundred yards away in a small depression. Ilaria nodded that way, and Matteo nodded back. The only fighting going on right now was between Tartaruga natives and Thatcham soldiers. He wanted to tip the battle in their direction. They sprinted in that direction, heedless of cactus needles. Matteo started a fireball as he ran.

They came up behind a group of Thatcham soldiers. It was a full company of them fighting four Rangers from Tartaruga. It was Riccardo and the rest of Matteo’s squad. They were vastly outnumbered, over twenty soldiers were arrayed against them. The only reason they weren’t already dead was that the Thatcham soldiers were mostly mundane. They wielded bows from a distance while a trio of Thatcham bound fought up close.

Matteo didn’t have to take in the fight for long before he knew where to use his fireball. The massed archers weren’t the primary threat, but they were all standing so close together. He loosed the fireball without even pausing. It screamed through the air and impacted the middle of their formation. Matteo put his arm up to shield his face from the explosion and kept running. He thought he might have lost some of his hair from the blast.

When the fireball cleared, he saw he had killed six of the archers. Ilaria sent of lighting balls towards the remaining soldiers. They died two at a time as she sent attack after attack their way. A few of them sent arrows her way, but she just zapped them out of the sky. As she fought, Matteo jumped over the line of boulders they had been using as cover and faced the Thatcham bound.

The three of them had turned to see what had created the fireball behind them and attacked him as he landed. The nearest soldier gestured, and a rock detached from the ground and slammed him in the gut. His armor dented in and he was knocked back into a boulder behind him. He fell to the ground and couldn’t get back up. The second guy spit at him.

As the spittle flew, it expanded and sizzled. Matteo jerked his hand up and placed a force trap directly in front of himself. The spell formed just in time to bounce the spit back. It dropped to the ground in front of him and burned a foot wide hole in the ground. Matteo tried to take a breath, but couldn’t.

The rock to the gut had knocked the breath out of him. As he struggled to take a breath, the fight continued on. Ilaria sent a dozen streamers of electricity arcing towards the trio. A flock of butterflies leapt up from the ground to intercept the attack. All but one of the bolts was intercepted. It hit the acid spit guy and sent him twitching to the ground. The butterflies that had been hit started glowing bright white. Half of them turned to fly at Matteo, and the other half attacked Riccardo and crew.

Matteo was forced to use his final stored spell. The force trap rune popped up just as the butterflies got to him. The five butterflies burst into tiny balls of lightning. Despite the spell taking the brunt of the attack, some of the electricity still bounced around the force trap and hit him. It hurt, but not enough to take him out of the fight.

The upside to the electricity coursing through him was it forced him to take a breath. He gasped and sweet oxygen poured into his lungs. Once he stopped twitching, he traced out a crystal rune.

While he was recovering, Cappa stepped out from behind Riccardo and sent a barrage of ice javelins at the butterfly soldier. Her summons jumped up from the ground again, but there were fewer butterflies this time. Three of the spears were stopped, but two slid between the gaps and hit the soldier in the gut and shoulder. The butterflies dissolved as she fell to the ground.

At the same time, Ilaria jumped over the boulders, moving her way and kicked at the stone mage. The soldier moved the ground under his feet to slide himself out of the way. Her foot missed his face, but not her power. A tendril of lightning stretched out from her passing foot and wrapped itself around him. He fell to the ground, twitching and smoking.

The remaining solder, the acid spitter, saw his squad mates die and screamed in anguish. He bolted towards Riccardo, still screaming. It looked like he had lost all self-preservation instinct and was trying to take someone down with him.

Matteo finished the crystal rune and pointed it at the space in between Riccardo and the charging soldier. A crystal fence leapt up, impaling the man. But he had been too slow. The soldier had already spit at Riccardo and a huge ball of sizzling magic was dropping down at Riccardo. Matteo couldn’t see if it hit his friend or not. The fence had gotten in the way.


Chapter 67: The Long Walk Home

Matteo jumped up to run around the crystal fence in his way. Or at least he tried to. His legs weren’t working. During the fight, he had been hit up against a boulder, which must have injured his spine. He couldn’t feel his legs. His left arm still worked, but it tingled like it had fallen asleep.

His own injury was secondary, though. He had seen a giant blob of magical acid heading towards Riccardo before his crystal fence sprung up. Matteo yelled out, "Are you ok, buddy?"

There was a long pause. Ilaria raced around the fence. There was another long pause and then she called out, "No, he’s not ok..."

"What?... What happened? Ma’at, don’t let him die," Matteo pleaded. Then, a bit louder, he said, "I can’t move my legs. Tell me what happened."

She swore. "Just... just give me a minute."

They were doing something on the other side of the crystal fence and Matteo wished more than anything that he could see. A pain in his abdomen distracted him. His breastplate was still bent from when the rock hit it. He unbuckled it and dropped it to the side. The pressure let up, but the pain seemed worse. His skin grew clammy.

If he remembered his first aid training correctly, that meant he had serious internal bleeding. That wasn’t good. He didn't want to die out here. It sounded like Riccardo and Chiara were dead or dying too. They had gotten so far, but it seemed like their journey was going to end here. At least they had saved Tartaruga.

He turned and looked up at the kaiju in the distance. The crab kaiju was slowly walking away. It only had one working claw and six legs. Tartaruga had the speed to follow it, but it was distracted. The body of the mega-lizard was a rich source of mana, and the turtle was happily chowing down. Matteo looked away. He had seen too much blood and guts recently. Too much death. It was all so overwhelming.

Matteo had a hard time breathing. Internal bleeding was pressing in on his lungs. His vision narrowed. He expected to pass out at any time, but apparently his constitution was too high for that to happen.

Cappa walked over to him and said, "You, too? This day just keeps getting better and better. I’ll go make another travois."

Another. That was good news, right? They wouldn’t be making a travois to carry someone if they weren’t still alive. His optimism didn’t last long. He heard Chiara softly crying on the other side of the crystal fence.

"Is Riccardo dead? Just tell me," Matteo said between breaths.

Ilaria walked around to him. There were tears dripping down her face. "I’m sorry, Matteo. We just lost him."

Matteo started crying too, which only made breathing harder. The weight of the world came crashing down on him. His heart hurt. Riccardo was gone. His best friend was dead, and there was nothing he could do about it. He never should have split the squad. If he had been there when the soldiers attacked, he could have saved them.

He started hyperventilating. It was all too much. He had been fighting, running, battling nonstop for too long. And now, after all that, Riccardo was dead. They had won the battle, but the cost was too high. They should have evacuated Tartaruga and hid in the founder’s ruins. People would have died if they did that, but he bet that Riccardo would have lived.

Matteo slumped back and closed his eyes. He continued to cry and devoted just enough energy to keep himself breathing. They loaded him up onto a travois and started dragging him along towards Tartaruga. They dragged Riccardo’s body along with them. They had draped a few soldiers’ uniforms over his body. Matteo still had to turn away. He couldn’t bear the sight of his friend’s corpse.

They slowly made their way to where Tartaruga was eating the remains of the mega lizard. It didn’t take long for Angelica to find them and start hauling them up one at a time with her chains. Matteo was first, since he needed medical attention.

The Ranger Medic stood at the edge of the shell, clearly exhausted. A half-dozen dead pigs lay a few dozen feet away. The man must have been working nonstop since the fighting started. Thankfully, there were still a pair of pigs left alive, so he could use their life force to heal Matteo.

Once he was fully healed, Matteo walked over to the edge of the shell and sat down. He pulled his knees up as he stared out at nothing. Chiara was up next. Once she was healed, she came and sat down near Matteo. Neither of them said anything.

Cappa and Calliope were brought up, and minor injuries healed. They thanked Angelica and walked off. Riccardo’s body was carried to the town center. There would be a large funeral pyre there tonight. Ilaria was last, and she joined Matteo and Chiara on the shell’s edge. They all sat there in quiet contemplation.

About ten minutes later, Angelica came over and flopped down to sit next to Chiara. She exhaled loudly, "Thank Ma’at it’s over. The last of the Thatcham scum are out of the valley and you lot were the last operatives we had on the ground."

No one responded. They sat there quietly for a little while longer before Angelica spoke up again. "That creeps me out. Seriously." She gestured to their right where the turtle was still eating.

"Haven’t you seen Tartaruga eat dozens of kaiju by now?" Ilaria said.

"Sure, but that thing isn’t a kaiju. I don’t know what that giant lizard was, but it wasn’t a kaiju," Angelica said.

"Why do you say that?" Ilaria asked.

Angelica pointed. "You see that pool of blood beneath it? That shouldn’t be there. Kaiju are beings of mana, their blood sublimates into the air once it is exposed. That’s the first clue. The other one is those spikes and the way it walked on two legs. I have never seen a kaiju that looked like that. It’s like an enormous monster, not a kaiju. And that scares me. Has the goddess Echidna started creating bigger monsters? Or has Thatcham created it somehow? Either way, that thing makes my skin crawl."

Matteo thought she might have a point. It was strange, very strange. Then there was the fact that the Thatcham soldiers were clearly new to the mega lizard. He wouldn’t be surprised if they had created/tamed the beast just months ago. Maybe even weeks. What would have led to them pressing the beast into service so quickly? It was a strange mystery.

One that Matteo wouldn’t be pursuing. He needed a break. Everything had been too much recently, too much fighting and death. He didn’t plan on coming back to Ranger work for a good long while. He stood up and started to walk away. He paused and said, "Ilaria, Chiara, Angelica. Thank you for everything. I will see you tonight."

He slowly walked tailward. He wanted to see his parents. And sleep. There were only four or five hours until the sun set, but he felt so tired now. Physically and emotionally tired. He was wrung out. As he walked, he passed through the town square. They were already setting up the pyre. It was going to be a big one. They had lost a lot of good people today.

Something on the far side of the square caught his eye. The döner kebab guy’s stall was empty. Matteo started crying again. He was never going to eat his favorite street food with his friend again. All of his favorite things were tainted now that he couldn't share them with Riccardo.

Eventually, he made it back to his parents' house.

As soon as he walked in the door, his mother had her arms around him. She said, "Thank Ma’at. I was so worried when the lizard went down and you weren’t there. Have you seen your father yet?"

"No? Was I supposed to?" Matteo said.

"It’s fine. He was waiting at the command hut in case you went there first. We didn’t want to miss you. We wanted to know as soon as you got back. And you are back, and Ma’at is good," mom said and hugged him tighter.

Matteo nodded along, "All glory to Ma’at." He could attribute this whole day to her. It made a certain sort of sense. She was the goddess of justice and balance. The treasonous cultists had gotten their justice in death and the innocent had been spared. But it wouldn’t be maat if only good things happened. The death of Riccardo was the tragedy that balanced out the joy.

"Are you alright if I leave you here for a bit? I want to tell your father you are back so he doesn’t keep worrying," mom said.

"I’ll be fine. I wanted to take a nap, anyway. Can you wake me up in time for the funeral?" Matteo said.

"Of course, dear," his mom said and patted his shoulder. "Funerals are always hard, and we will be there to support you."

...

Deacon Lorenzo walked up to the stand and cleared his throat. Behind him was the funeral pyre, ready to be lit. It was probably the largest one ever held on the shell. Mourners surrounded the city square and spilled out into the surrounding blocks.

"I stand before you today, the representative of families in grief in a town in shock. None of us deserved this tragedy, and yet it found us, anyway. That is not maat. The cruel world around us is not always maat. We will always work to make it more maat, but we will always fail," Deacon Lorenzo said and started pacing across the stage, talking loud enough to be heard for blocks.

He continued, "Soon we will light the pyre behind me. It will be the brightest fire ever seen on Tartaruga’s shell. In time, that fire will go out. It will seem dim, darker than it ever was before. Your loved ones made the world bright, and their absence makes it seem dimmer.

"And that’s ok.

"The world has lost several bright lights today. It is only natural for it to seem dim. But Ma’at has not left us, and neither have your loved ones. They wait on the other side of the River Styx. They wait for the day you can join them. Family and friends will be excited to see you. It will be a wonderful reunion.

"Each of them will ask you the same question when you get there. What did you do after I was gone?

"Think about that question. What will you answer with? Will you tell them you spent the rest of your days mourning them? How you spent the rest of your life in despair? Or will you tell them how you lived? Will you tell them of the exciting life you led, the joys and sorrows? The story of your life should be a good one. One they would be happy to hear.

"Living your life well is the greatest honor you can give to those that have left this world. We will always mourn them, that sorrow will never leave us, but a life well lived is our gift to them. Let us all live in the name of Ma’at!" he said with his hands high.

The crowd repeated, "In the name of Ma’at!" as the pyre was lit. A huge column of fire leapt into the sky. It was over three stories high, a huge roaring fire. Matteo assumed it was an enchanted pyre, since he couldn’t feel the heat from where he was standing. They must have spent a lot of crystallium to make that happen.

The deacon had been right though; it was bright. Brighter than the sun at noon. He didn’t look away from the bodies of his friends and neighbors. Their passage onto the flaming river styx would be the last he saw of them until he joined them himself.

They stood there silently, the majority of the town watching the fire burn down. It was magically assisted, but it took over fifteen minutes before the last ember was out. Matteo turned and nodded to his friends. He couldn’t think of anything to say. It was time to go home.

The next few days were tough. Not just dealing with the grief, but rebuilding the town’s infrastructure. Some of it had been destroyed in the battle, and some of it just needed to get restarted after they had evacuated. Matteo had decided to take a break from Ranger work, but that didn’t mean he could spend his days in bed. He spent two days working with his dad to resow the fields so the town would have crops to eat once their stores ran out.

He was taking a lunch break on the third day when a message came from Angelica. She wanted to meet him at headquarters. He didn’t bother changing out of his farming outfit, he just walked headward towards the Warden’s headquarters. Apparently, all the surviving leadership had an office there, and they were considering merging the Wardens and Rangers into a single organization.

Angelica was busy and looking harried when he found her. She sent out her aids as soon as she saw him. She said, "Close the door behind you, Matteo. We have something important to discuss."


Chapter 68: You Can Never Step in the Same River Twice

"What did you want to talk about?" Matteo said as he sat down in Angelica’s office.

"The town is stepping back from the edge and it looks like we won’t all die now. It’s fantastic news, really. That means that we can start planning for the future. I am sending out two expeditions soon, and I want you to join one of them," Angelica said as she rifled through her papers.

"No, thank you? Am I allowed to say I need more of a break from Ranger work?" Matteo said.

Angelica held up a finger and said, "We are sending one expedition to buy a control orb for the new director, and a second one to Carcassonne City to report on what happened here. The army needs to know what the Thatcham scouts tried. Hopefully, one of the two expeditions can return with a seashell, so we can get onto the communication network. I don’t think they would have tried to kill us if our army knew they were there. Do you have a preference for which mission I should send you on?"

"Is staying home seriously not an option? I’m not saying I quit the Rangers, but I need a break. I need some time not filled with death and fighting," Matteo said.

Angelica ran her fingers through her hair. "Listen, Matteo. The mayor and I talked about it and she was too much of a coward to tell you herself. There is no good way to say this. You are too powerful for this town. You need to find a place for yourself off the shell."

"Too powerful? What are you talking about? Don’t you want effective defenders?" Matteo asked.

"Not really, no. There is a reason that our little turtle has been ignored and left to do his own thing all these years. There is a war going on, one that is heating up as we speak. But our little town has been ignored until now. We are too weak, too unimportant for either side to care about. That would change if people found out how powerful you are. We have an unofficial cap on levels. That’s why Rangers leave home on a regular basis. If you get above level thirty, we ask you to move on."

"But I’m only level ten."

She shook her head. "That’s not the point. It’s how powerful you are. You have artillery spells that literally changed the course of the battle. If it wasn’t for you, we would all be dead. That kind of individual power gets people to take notice. Thatcham will want to take you out of the war, and Carcassonne will want to recruit you. Either way, you can’t hide here."

"You say that like me leaving would save the town. We already know that isn't true. The Thatcham army attacked us before they knew I was here," Matteo said.

She shook her head. "They attacked us because of the failed coup by the Isfet cultists. They couldn't let the knowledge of their existence get out. Now that they failed, they are the ones that will be hunted. They are probably fleeing for the border as we speak. They were looking for something around here, and needed to kill any witnesses. Once we get that seashell, everything will change. They won't send anyone this far into our borders again. The only reason they might send someone our way is to get at you. Your spells might be tempting enough to send people out to capture or kill you."

"So, what, you are forcing me out? Am I banished for being too powerful?"

"No, now that you know the score, you are forcing yourself out. You love this city and your family, and you don’t want them to be a target. I’m not doing anything besides letting you know the facts."

Matteo groaned and leaned back in his chair. She was right. He couldn’t stay here if it meant he would be putting the town in danger. He always knew that high leveled bound tended to flock to large cities and kaiju. He just thought it was because there were more opportunities to get rich there. Now he knew there were other factors.

High leveled bound were a strategic resource in the war. They were only safe if they were in a well-protected city. Matteo had to leave. He said, "If I leave, how do I know that Tartaruga won't be targeted? How will Thatcham know that I am gone? We don't have any spies on the shell, do we?"

"No, you will have to advertise that you have left the town. Throw a couple of artillery spells at the border or something like that," Angelica said. She ran her fingers through her hair. "Listen, Matteo. I don't want you to leave. You are my friend and the town's savior. It isn't fair to ask you to go. I am so sorry. We just don't have enough power to protect you. I hope you can forgive us one day."

He looked away and said, "I have always wanted to visit Carcassonne. I hear it’s enormous. When do we leave?"

"Three days. It would be sooner, but there is an awards ceremony in two days. The mayor is handing out rewards for those that helped most in the battle. You are getting honored with the largest award," Angelica said.

Matteo swore. That was the frosting on the cake. He had to leave home forever, and he would be dealing with the mayor on his last day. He walked out of the office without saying goodbye. He knew it wasn’t really her fault, but she was still part of the leadership forcing him out. She could have at least tried to figure out a way he could stay.

The walk home reminded him of the one a few days ago after he lost Riccardo. Today he lost his home. He was leaving his family, his friends, the döner guy, everything he had known. Comparing the two, this one didn’t hurt nearly as bad. He was old enough that he wanted to move out of his parent’s house, anyway. He wouldn’t get to visit them as much now, but he was sure that it would be fine to visit Tartaruga every so often. He had told the truth earlier. He had always wanted to visit Carcassonne. He just hadn’t planned on staying there.

He wondered what type of job he could get there. He knew it was very expensive to live there, even compared to large kaiju. Maybe that would be a better option. He could ask around for a larger kaiju that needed a Ranger. Either that, or sign up for the army. He didn't really want to enlist, but it might be his best option.

After he showered and changed, he picked up a package he had been avoiding. It was Riccardo’s last effects. His will had left everything to Matteo instead of his family. Matteo had been avoiding looking at it, hoping to have more willpower to deal with it later. Now he had to deal with it, whether he liked it or not.

His artifact bracelet was the largest item. It would be useless now that Riccardo was dead. It held as much mana as a paperweight. Next was a bag of gold stater. It seemed like Riccardo hadn’t gotten around to spending his money. A memory surfaced of when all of them were out on their first patrol. Riccardo had said he wanted to have an extravagant dinner with all his friends when he got rich. They never got that chance.

A wave of sadness washed over him. He pushed through it to write out a couple of letters. The first one was to Chiara. He was sending her most of Riccardo’s money and his artifact bracelet. It’s what he would have wanted. He also invited her to dinner with friends and family at the nicest restaurant on the shell. He also wrote a letter to Ilaria inviting her to the same. He would give them to his mom when she got home today.

He looked around his room, or rather his dad’s den. Time to get packing for a very long trip.

...

"A toast," Matteo said and raised his glass. "To Riccardo and Edoardo. The world is dimmer without them. Here’s to their honor and the hopes they will like our stories when we meet up with them on the other side of Styx."

Everyone around him raised their glasses as well. Chiara, Ilaria, Matteo and their families were all sitting at the nicest restaurant in town, di Cetara. Matteo made sure to invite Edoardo’s family, but not Riccardo’s. He would have wanted it that way.

They were sitting around a large table, eating family style. There were breads and cheeses, three different kinds of pastas, stuffed peppers, and fried squash blossoms. It was a spread Riccardo would have appreciated. He would have really appreciated the wine they had on the table, too. It cost him three gold stater, and it tasted even better than that.

All of them sat and talked, telling stories about those they had lost. Matteo told everyone how he met Riccardo, and how he couldn’t think of a better person. Chiara told a funny story about how Edoardo spent an entire day holding his armor shut because he couldn’t figure out the straps. Ilaria presented Edoardo’s family with his watch. His parents were overwhelmed and everyone came in for a hug.

As the party was breaking up and people headed home, Chiara leaned over and said, "Matteo, I hear you are leaving us."

He sighed and said, "Yeah, I have to. Not that I want to. And my parents aren’t happy about it either. But the fact is, if I stay, someone might target the turtle for the artillery spells I have."

Ilaria leaned in. "You’re leaving? When were you going to tell me?"

"Right after this," Matteo said and gestured to the table. "I wanted tonight to be about them, not me."

"Well, I don’t like that, not one bit," Ilaria said. "When are you leaving?"

"Day after tomorrow. We gotta do the award ceremony first. It’s good for morale or something," Matteo said and gestured vaguely.

"Well, my morale is plummeting. I wanted to... well... You can’t leave," Ilaria stammered.

Matteo shrugged, "Well, it’s a bell we can’t unring. Thatcham knows I have the spells. Staying here is out of the question." He sighed and looked around the table. Chiara had gotten up to say goodbye to Edoardo's family. The two of them were the only ones left. He said, "The worst part isn't leaving home, it's leaving my friends and family. I think I might miss you the most. I told myself I was going to ask you on a date when things were normal again. I guess normal is never coming again."

Ilaria put her hand on his forearm and said, "I would have loved going on a date with you."

Matteo's heart hurt just a bit. He screwed up his courage and said, "How about a goodbye kiss? Something to remember each other by."

Ilaria nodded and leaned forward. He gently held her neck and pulled her in for a kiss. Her lips were soft and delicate. The kiss sent tingles down his spine. When they separated, she gave him a shy smile and pulled her hair behind her ear.

"I'm going to miss you, Matteo," she said.

Riding the high of the kiss, Matteo said, "We don't have to say goodbye today. You could come with me on this mission and we could hang out some more. You will only be gone for a month or so."

Ilaria opened her mouth and then closed it. She looked away. "They made me a squad leader, and they have been talking about making me a captain later. They said the town needs me."

"Of course, of course. The city needs you. Sorry I brought it up," Matteo said awkwardly. He shouldn't have said anything. He felt like he ruined the moment.

The walk home was a nice distraction. The night sky was beautiful, and the weather was wonderful. He slowed down and tried to enjoy it. He was cognizant that this was one of the last nights where he could feel completely safe. Soon he would be out on the monster covered ground again, and then on to a city of overwhelming proportions.

The next morning, his mom went out and bought Matteo’s favorite breakfast. Pastries. They dined like kings: frollini, cornetto, and chocolate cannoli. He was going to miss it here.

The awards ceremony wasn’t until this afternoon, so Matteo headed out to get a gift for his parents. He returned home to see his parents getting ready for the ceremony. They were arguing about whether or not they should wear a winged hat. It wasn’t the right holiday for it, but it was a special occasion. He was going to miss these loveable goofballs. He would just have to visit home often. He wondered if he would have to use a disguise.

"Mom, dad, I got you something," Matteo said. He gave them each an artifact and said, "This will help you with your first level up. Just focus on absorbing it and assigning the level up to your artifact. Dad, I gave you the Club of Spiders because it fits your theme, kinda. At least it kind of looks like your stick. Mom, the Pauldron of Speed should really improve your armor. It’s just what you need, and you don’t have to risk your lives to get it."

"We can’t take this, it must have cost you a fortune," mom said.

"Nah, I just had to argue with the quartermaster for a bit. He saw things my way once I pointed out how much you two have done for the town without any compensation," Matteo said. He was only slightly lying. The quartermaster had needed a bribe to push him over the edge.

They both absorbed their artifacts and gave Matteo a hug. The family hug lasted a while. Eventually Matteo said, "You know I am going to return home to visit often, right?"

"Yes, yes. But we will miss you until then," mom said.

Dad patted him on the shoulder and said, "We are also going to miss our little guy. You are fully an adult now. Who knows what kind of sexy woman you will meet out there? You won’t want to travel often after you have a family."

Matteo disengaged and said, "Dad, that is far into the future. Far."

His parents laughed, and they walked together to the former town hall. It was still being rebuilt, so they had the ceremony on the front steps. It was this whole thing. Speech after speech about how noble everyone was. Dozens of colorful awards were given out. Matteo was bored before the first speech was done.

He was starting to nod off when the mayor called his name. He walked up the stairs to stand next to her. She wanted to shake his hand and give him the award so everyone could see it clearly. But first, another speech.

"Our final honoree is Matteo Del Fante. I think I see his eyes glazing over already, so I will keep this brief." The mayor waited for laughter to subside before she continued. "I could praise him for freeing Commander Angelica from the Isfet rebels. I could laud his efforts for arranging the citizens to get artifacts from the Warden’s stores. I could go on and on about how he blinded the crab and killed the giant lizard by himself. I won’t though. That isn’t high enough praise for what he has done for this town. Instead, I will tell you what Director Chrisos told me about Matteo the day before he died. He said that Matteo is a good man. That’s it, the highest praise I can give. The director was an excellent judge of character and gave out praise sparingly. If the director said you were a good man, then you are good to your core. And so I say, thank you Matteo for being a good man!" She shouted the last bit, and the crowd cheered.

After Matteo shook her hand, he tried to leave. He was crying again and didn’t want everyone to see it. The mayor kept his hand and made him stay up there. An aide came up, holding a fancy box. The mayor said, "We need to reward Matteo properly. We are a small town, so we cannot afford much, but we can afford this."

She opened the box to show him a row of artifacts, all of them shining faintly green in Matteo’s enhanced vision. He would probably be able to level up five times from what was in that box. He wiped away his tears and thanked her as she handed over the box. She leaned over and quietly said, "Don’t try and absorb the one on the bottom. I think it’s the last thing Director Christos ever enchanted."

Matteo couldn’t wait to get home to level up and see what the director had made. Unfortunately, as the guest of honor, he had to stick around for the party afterwards.


Chapter 69: Nice

Matteo sat down at the desk and opened up the carved box. He had been dying to see what was in here all night. Now that he was finally home, he could dig into it.

There were six artifacts laid out in a row, all of them glowing faintly green. Some of them even glowed brightly green. He knew that meant those artifacts would be guaranteed to level him up. One of them was iffy. The thick rubber band artifact was glowing dimly enough that he wasn’t sure it was worth absorbing. Maybe he would save it to sell.

Once again, he was thankful for the ability to see magic colors. He had asked around and the ability was rather rare. He assumed it had something to do with his metal arm. Most of his artifact’s idiosyncrasies stemmed from the fact that it thought he was an artificial life form. It was the silver lining to losing an arm.

If he had to go back and do it again, he would choose to keep his flesh arm. That whole situation had emotionally scarred him. He didn’t wish it on his worst enemies. But as long as the arm was gone, it was nice having a replacement that had so many advantages.

He started absorbing right away. He just couldn’t wait. The first artifact he picked up was a nail file. It looked larger than the nail files his ex-girlfriend used to use, but it was the same shape.

	Carpenter’s Fine File (Green Magic 11)

	Artifact absorbed. Choose one to level up.

	Pen
	Body

		


Heh, whoops. It wasn’t for nails after all. Apparently, wood workers use files like that too. The good news was that his theory about magic brightness and level seemed correct. The number after the magic type needed to be over your own level in order to for it to be effective. If he absorbed an artifact that was 9 or below, he knew now that he wouldn’t level up. He tried to memorize just how bright that file had been. He could avoid wasting artifacts if he only used the ones most likely to level him up.

Since it didn’t have any thematic resonance with his pen, Matteo picked his body to upgrade.

	Choose one aspect to upgrade

	Green Aptitude : 50% >>> 53%

	Strength : 14 ---

	Agility : 14 >>> 15

	Senses : 18 ---

	Constitution : 24 >>> 25



Those were some underwhelming choices. He didn’t need any more constitution right now, and three percentage points to aptitude wasn’t going to do anything. He selected agility and moved on. Not that he was upset about leveling up and having more agility, he just hoped the next artifacts would be more interesting.

	Precise Beaded Necklace (Green Magic 14)

	Artifact absorbed. Choose one to level up.

	Pen
	Body

		


This one could go either way. On the one hand, precision could give him a great bump in agility. On the other hand, being more precise with his runes would improve the magic. He waffled a bit before deciding on leveling up his body. Greater agility would probably be useful in life and when tracing out runes. If he got it high enough, he would be able to trace out runes as fast as he could think of them.

He selected body and unsurprisingly agility was the highest option. He got an extra three points added to his agility. Next was the cloth with straps. He pulled it out and groaned when he saw what it was. It dissolved into motes of mana as fast as he could.

	Bra of Lifting (Green Magic 16)

	Artifact absorbed. Choose one to level up.

	Pen
	Body

		


His face flushed, and he was glad his parents didn’t see him absorb the underwear artifact. They would have joked about it for years. He went ahead and selected body. A bra was not thematically compatible with his rune scribe pen.

	Choose one aspect to upgrade

	Green Aptitude : 50% >>> 66%

	Strength : 14 >>> 16

	Agility : 18 --- 

	Senses : 18 ---

	Constitution : 24 >>> 25



There were two good choices here. Aptitude and strength. He wanted strength. It was the defining feature of high leveled people, their inhuman strength. On the other hand, the aptitude jump was big. It would probably help his artifact bond grow stronger. It was like a half of a point in all four other stats. Plus, he would probably be able to use his pen better. He nodded to himself and selected the aptitude upgrade.

Two artifacts left. Well, two usable ones. A wooden toy snake and a glass cup. He started with the cup. It was an incisive goblet (green magic nineteen) Matteo frowned. Incisive. He had heard that word before, but he couldn’t remember exactly what it meant. He thought it had something to do with making decisions. After some deliberation, he selected his pen.

	Choose one facet to upgrade

	Affinity : 79% ---

	Magic Energy : 20 >>> 27

	Flexibility : Medium >>> Chants

	Activation : Rune Words ---

	Mana Pool : 40 >>> 50



Chanting out spells. That would be kind of cool. He would sound like an ancient mage from the epics. They stood against dragons and evil gods, forging a path of safety for mankind. Chanting was rather impractical, though. Just like when he had the option for spoken spells, he couldn't possibly pick it. He selected the higher mana pool.

He decided to save the last artifact. He slid the toy snake into the compartment in his forearm. It would stop the Glass Cutter of Mending from rattling around in there. More importantly, it was bright green. It was probably level twenty-five or so. Matteo knew that coming across artifacts that would help him level up would soon get harder and harder. Better to use other artifacts to get him over twenty and then the snake could get him to twenty-one.

The final gift in the box was a messenger bag, about as big as the wooden box it was in. It had a single strap and runes were stitched into the leather. It wasn’t cow or pig leather; it was something far stiffer. It was actually a little hard to open up the flap to look inside. The opening of the bag was a band of silvery metal. It was an inch thick and covered with softly glowing runes. Absolutely covered in them. There had to be at least a hundred tiny runes inscribed in the metal band. It was an enchanted bag. He looked closer at the runes. One was the reinforce rune, but he didn't recognize the others.

The director must have used his whole book of runes on this one project. He wondered what the effect was. It could be just a very sturdy bag, but that seemed unlikely to be a magical effect. No way he would spend that much time on enchanting this bag just to make it tough.

Matteo’s first guess was that it had some sort of preservation effect on it. Put a fresh baked croissant in there and take it out days later and it’s still hot. That would be useful, the perfect bag when he was leaving civilization in the morning.

He stuck his hand into the bag to see if there was anything left in there. There wasn’t anything. Not just an absence of things in the bag, but an absence of the bag. He couldn’t feel anything with his hand, no matter how deep he stuck it in there.

It was a dimensional bag. Matteo sat back in shock. He knew they existed, but he was shocked the mayor would give him something this valuable. He hadn’t ever seen one himself, but he had heard they were worth hundreds of gold stater, even for a small one.

That led to him wondering how big this one was. He jumped up and looked around the room. He tossed his pillow and blankets in there. He still couldn’t reach the bottom. He needed something big, something that would fit through the metal opening of the messenger bag.

He hurried into the kitchen and grabbed a broom. He dropped it into the bag, grinning as it fell deeper and deeper until it was gone. He reached into the dimensional bag and he couldn’t even feel the broom. Wait. How was he supposed to take anything out if he couldn’t grab it?

Maybe there were controls on the band? He looked around the edge and he saw that three of the runes were glowing brighter now. He absentmindedly touched one of the glowing runes and it winked out. At the same time, the broom handle peeked up from the void. He grabbed it and pulled it out. Touching the other two glowing runes let him take out his blanket and pillow.

He counted out the row of similar runes. Twenty-one. He had a dimensional bag that could hold twenty-one different objects. Awesome. Additional testing revealed that it also eliminated their weight and preserved things in time. Also, it had a limit on how often it could be used. Storing something drained the enchanted bag’s mana, and it took a while to restore.

He suddenly felt a lot better about leaving home now. He could take almost anything he wanted, and it wouldn’t slow him down at all. There were so many things he wanted to put into his bag, he would need to make a list. In fact, it would be a good idea to write down what he had stored in each slot, so he wouldn’t forget what was in there.

He was giddy as he carefully packed his bag. So many huge things just disappeared into his bag without adding to its weight. He was going to be traveling in style.

A knock on the door distracted him from his packing. Probably the neighbors looking for his parents. They weren’t here though; they were still at the party after the awards ceremony. Matteo really should be there too, but he had been too excited to use his rewards. He opened the door and stood there in shock.

It was Eleni, his ex.

She pulled a strand of hair behind her ear and softly said, "Hey."

"Hey yourself. What are you doing here?" Matteo said, and tilted his head.

"I wanted to talk to you at the party, but there was always someone else around. I figured this conversation would be best without an audience," Eleni said, and grasped her hands behind her back.

"What did you want to say?" Matteo said, folding his arms.

"I wanted to apologize. I was in an emotional state on my birthday, and I shouldn’t have taken it out on you. I thought you had forgotten about me. But I was wrong. You were working hard to make it a memorable night for me. It should have been romantic with the dimotiki band and the quiche. I ruined that and I am so sorry," Eleni said.

Matteo could tell she was sincere. They had been together for years, and he knew her well. She had also worn the low cut dress she knew he liked. He looked off to the side and coughed. "I accept your apology."

"Thanks. That means a lot to me. I was hoping we could put my mistake behind us. Maybe see if we could see if we could make us work again," She said. She must have noticed something in his expression and hurried to add, "I’m not asking for everything to go back to the way it was. I understand I need to earn your trust again. I just want the chance to show you I have changed."

Matteo looked her in the eyes. A small tear was threatening to fall. She must really want to get back with him now that he was a successful Ranger. He nodded and said, "Yeah, no."

Before she could respond, he slammed the door in her face. There was no way he was going to let her into his life again. Even if she thought she loved him now, it was clearly conditional. She kicked him out when he wasn’t earning enough, and only wanted him back now that he was a Ranger.

He chuckled at her indignant squawk and went back to packing.

...

"You sure you have everything you need there?" Angelica asked.

Matteo hiked the backpack higher up on his shoulders. He had put the full dimensional bag inside his travel pack and stuffed it with his bedroll and other light things. That way, no one would question how he pulled something large out of a small bag.

"Yeah, I like to travel light," Matteo said. He had to fight to keep a smile off his face from the double meaning. He would have to make sure no one grabbed his bag or they would figure it out.

Not that he wanted to keep it a secret from his new squad. These are the people he would be trusting his lives to. He just wanted to get to know them before he trusted his money to them, too. There were three other people standing on the edge of the shell with Matteo, most of his new squad.

"Who are we waiting for?" Matteo said.

"Someone you know, actually," Angelica said.

"They better get here soon. I want to get going," an older man said. Apparently, he was going to be their new squad leader.

Matteo wasn’t focused on that, though. The only Ranger he knew well enough that might be coming would be Ilaria. He was genuinely surprised. He thought that she was needed here. This was good, though. He really wanted to get to know her better. After the kiss, he felt like there could be something there.

Angelica turned to the squad leader. "She will be here. I heard they got you a map. Did they get you a sending stone so you can find us if Tartaruga wanders off?"

"Yeah, we got all that," the older man said. "Listen, are you serious about us recruiting Rangers from Carcassonne? I know we are hurting right now, but I don’t think those dandies will fit in with our town. They have an entirely different culture."

"Who cares about culture when we are just trying to survive? Did you know we had a flock of hell bats attack last night and they almost made off with a little girl? We are dangerously understaffed. We can’t really afford to send you on this mission, but we don’t have a choice."

The man grunted in annoyance but didn’t argue further. Matteo found that he already didn’t like this guy. He seemed like he was close-minded and self-centered. The town needed to restore the Ranger’s ranks. Who cares where they came from as long as they did their jobs?

Matteo shook his head. Maybe he was being too quick to judge. He was probably just chafing at the idea that he wasn’t the squad leader anymore. He had gotten used to being in charge and calling the shots. Not anymore. As much as he didn’t like it, Matteo shouldn’t be the squad leader for this expedition. He had been a recruit only months ago. Their leader should be someone with years of experience.

"Alright, it looks like the last of your squad is here. Let’s do introductions," Angelica said.

Matteo turned back to see Chiara walking up. His heart fell. He had gotten his hopes up for a possible romance with Ilaria. He should have known better. He didn’t have that kind of luck.

With an effort of will, he smiled at the approaching Chiara. He didn’t want her to think he wasn’t happy to see her. He was happy to see her. He could use the company of a friend right now. She smiled back at him and stood next to him.

Angelica cleared her throat and said, "I personally chose each of you for this mission. I wanted to make sure you had a swift and effective monster killing squad. You five are the best of our Rangers, and you will need to work together if you want to make it there and back in one piece. Carcassonne is over five hundred miles away. It will be a difficult journey, but I believe in you all."




The End of Book 1


Kaiju City: Saboteur


To my brother Jason.

I’ll always remember our trip together to Carcassonne, France. The awesome and grand adventure we had there was inspiration for this book. I’ll miss you, brother.


Book 2 Chapter 1: The First Step

Leaving home is like breaking your own heart.

He had already said goodbye to his parents this morning. His cheeks had dried from the tears, but they were threatening to fall again. He stood on the edge of the kaiju’s shell for the last time as a resident of Tartaruga Town. If he ever returned, it would be as a stranger. The whole thing made him despondent.

It was a stark difference from the mood of the rest of the town. They had escaped certain doom recently. Of course, they were in a good mood. They were still riding the high of going up against two war kaiju and actually winning.

Matteo still couldn’t believe that part. He had played an integral part of the battle, but it still seemed weird that they had won. It had been risky and insane, but he had led a squad to steal the Circlet of Unity from one of the kaiju’s directors. Against all odds, they had done it, turning their war kaiju back into a wild kaiju. It had turned the tides of the battle and saved Tartaruga and the entire town on his back.

It was probably the greatest thing that Matteo was ever going to do, and now they were kicking him off the shell.

Of course, the reason he had to leave wasn’t that he had saved everyone. His mistake had come earlier in the battle. Matteo had blunted the crab kaiju’s initial attack by blinding it with huge fireballs. Thanks to an illegal mana potion, he had been able to create artillery spells with a four-letter rune word. It was borrowed power, but it had been enough to seal his fate.

That was why he had to leave home. He was too powerful. Or at least people would think he was powerful. He couldn’t create these enormous artillery spells on command, but that didn’t matter. The Thatcham soldiers had seen him do it. They would eventually send people to the turtle to take him out. Matteo had to conspicuously leave home to save his own life, and that of his home town.

He wasn’t alone. Six Rangers were standing on the edge of Tartaruga’s shell. The newly minted commander, Angelica, was going to lower five of them down to the ground shortly. But first, introductions.

Angelica cleared her throat and said, “Sorry, I am sending you all out before you could get to know each other. Time is of the essence. Alright, your squad leader for this mission will be Leo. He is one of the best. We gave him lots of awards at the ceremony last night for a good reason. He saved dozens of lives in the battle and killed a lot more of their soldiers. Leo, you want to introduce yourself, tell them a bit about your artifact?”

Matteo looked over to see an older man with a scowl on his face. He had a set of well-worn drake scale armor and was bald with a bushy beard. A great sword was strapped to his back, almost as tall as he was. He was slightly shorter than Matteo, but he had a presence about him. He felt larger than he was. He cleared his throat and said, “Yeah, I’m Leo. Been a Ranger for twenty years. My artifact creates charged carvings I can send to do my bidding. I will stay in the middle of our formations, but my carvings will be front line. They made me squad leader because I know what I’m doing. It’s in your own best interest to listen to me.”

“Right, then,” Angelica said, moving on to cover for his total lack of tact. “Next we have Julia. She used to be a Warden before we switched things up. When Leo asked for someone competent to join his squad, she was the first one I chose.”

Angelica looked at Julia. She wore chitin armor and stood a bit shorter than Leo. She had long brown hair and had just enough fat that no one would call her skinny. A mechanical owl sat on her shoulder, carefully observing the world around it. Everyone looked at her expectedly for a moment before she said, “My name is Julia Bruni. I was a Warden for ten years, and I am level fifteen. My artifact is the little owl on my shoulder. I can see a few seconds into the future, and I have a well-developed danger sense. I have family in Carcassonne and we will be staying with them while we recruit new Rangers.”

Angelica nodded and turned to the next one in line. “Next, we have someone who volunteered for this mission, Chiara.”

“Hello everyone. I am Chiara Zanni. I haven’t been a Ranger long. I am only level eight, but I have done a lot in a short while. I was even on Matteo’s team when we killed that lizard kaiju,” she said.

She went on to explain how her terror wasp summons worked. Matteo fought to keep a frown off his face. They didn’t kill the lizard kaiju, they just turned it wild. The Thatcham soldiers had killed it themselves to stop it from attacking their crab kaiju. He told himself to calm down. He wasn't frustrated with her. Chiara was great, but when he heard someone from his old squad was coming, he had hoped it would be Ilaria.

They had shared a kiss last night, and it seemed like it meant something. Matteo had invited Ilaria to come along on the mission and had really hoped she would. He had wanted to take her out on a date forever. The time just hadn’t seemed right. But now that time was gone. He had missed his chance.

“Next we have Adrian,” Angelica said and gestured to the tallest member of the new squad. He was easily six and a half feet tall. He had black hair and a thin face. He wore scale armor and carried a long staff with a canvas bag affixed to the end. He was also the skinniest of them all.

With a surprisingly low voice, he said, “Hi, I’m Adrian. Level eighteen. I can control dust.”

Angelica waited a moment, but he didn’t continue. She turned and said, “Finally, we have Matteo, hero of the Battle for Freedom.”

Matteo nodded and raised his hand in greeting. “Matteo Del Fante. I am level fourteen. My rune scribe pen can create a variety of effects, mostly ranged attacks. I also have a few defensive spells.”

“Sounds like you are underselling yourself, boy,” Leo said. “All of us saw you take out the crab’s eyes with those fireballs. I thought we had a level forty on our side for a second. With spells like that on our squad, this will be an easy trip.”

“Yeah, I can’t create those specific spells anymore. That was a one-time thing since I thought we were all going to die. I can create other rune words with powerful effects, though. I just need a fair amount of preparation,” Matteo said.

Leo gave him a strange look and grunted. He hiked up his pack and turned to Angelica. He gestured to the ground. Angelica nodded and started lengthening her chain artifact. It was currently their only way to move up and down from the shell. It was far from an ideal situation, since she wasn’t strong enough to move more than one person at a time. It was all they had, though. The Isfet cultists and Thatcham soldiers had killed the person with an artifact suited for this.

They had killed dozens more as well. It was going to take a long time for the town to recover from the cultist’s betrayal and the soldier’s attacks. It was frankly surprising that they had survived at all. Matteo had realized that whoever was in charge of the crab kaiju must have been counting on the cultists to succeed in taking over the turtle. When it failed, they must have slapped together an attack to keep their presence a secret. The rushed nature of their battle plan was probably the only reason a bunch of civilians had beaten them.

Matteo wished he knew why they were here in the first place. They were deep into enemy territory with a small kaiju and almost no back up. The one support they had was being eaten by Tartaruga now. Why had they taken such a huge risk? He shook his head. It was likely he would never find out why.

“Best of luck to all of you,” Angelica said and saluted them. When they returned the salute, she continued, “A lot is riding on this mission. You need to report in to command about this attack, tell them about the new kaiju and its strange blood, and get a seashell back to us. If possible, we need a few dozen Ranger recruits as well. Leo already knows all of this, of course, but I am telling the rest of you because this mission needs to be successful, even if some of your squad is lost along the way. Please return to us, no matter what.”

There was a chorus of “Yes, sir.” in response. She grabbed Leo with her chains and started dropping him down to the ground hundreds of feet below. It was a long trip down. Matteo shivered slightly, glad he wasn’t afraid of heights.

When it was only Chiara and Matteo left on the shell, Angelica said, “Leo is one of the best Rangers we have, but there is a reason he never progressed past private. He is terrible with people. Kind of a jerk, actually. I am going to let the others figure that out on their own. I am only telling you two because I wanted you to know you can trust Leo. You had a bad experience with the last asshole I put on your squad, but Leo is different. I have known him for decades. He is loyal to Tartaruga.”

Matteo nodded, glad she had thought to mention that. Dimitris, the asshole she mentioned, had been an Echidna cultist. Matteo had killed him, but only after he had managed to kill their director. It had given him some serious trust issues.

Next was his turn on the end of the chain. He tried not to look down as he hung suspended in the air. He failed. The ground was so far away. Tartaruga wasn’t moving much, but it was still enough to send him swinging.

Like a pendulum, Matteo swung back and forth. Each swing was wider than the last. The ground was rushing by him by the time he got to it. He had to hop and run a bit when Angelica let go of him. Julia giggled when he almost fell. Leo ignored him, but it looked like Adrian had been ready to catch him.

Next was Chiara. She started swinging shortly after Angelica started lowering her. Matteo tsked and moved to stand in her eventual path. Through unspoken agreement, Adrian moved to catch her as well, just on the other end of her pendulum swing.

A little while later, Angelica let go of Chiara at the apogee of her swing. Matteo was right underneath her and caught her before setting her down. She nodded thanks to him and adjusted her armor and pack. Like him, she had the cheap armor the quartermaster assigned them, formed from monster parts. Both of them wore something that was probably taken from a fire ant, red tinged chitin.

Matteo looked down at his friend. She was short and lithe, with brown hair in a pixie cut. She was the shortest squad member. That was impressive on this squad. Everyone but Adrian was shorter than average.

With a grunt, Leo turned and started jogging. After a beat, the rest of the squad followed him. Their new squad leader was obviously one of few words. Once he saw everyone was keeping up, he started running. Matteo didn’t mind the pace. He had a high constitution, which gave him almost unlimited stamina.

He still thought his new squad leader was making a mistake. He knew Chiara didn’t have that kind of stamina, and he guessed Adrian didn’t either. Leo was going to have an exhausted squad on their first day. Since this trip to Carcassonne was expected to take at least two weeks, that was a bad way to start things.

About an hour of running later, Adrian gasped out, “Can we take a break? I can’t keep going at this pace.”

Leo nodded and came to a stop right away. Everyone sat down, resting on nearby rocks. Leo pulled out a water bottle and passed out sips of water. It was an enchanted bottle that slowly refilled itself from ambient water in the air.

Once everyone had caught their breath, Leo said, “Adrian, you asked for a break first, so you will be setting our pace from here on out. Try to set a pace you can keep for about two hours, or until we run into a monster that makes us stop.”

Adrian nodded and stood back up. Everyone else joined him, dusting themselves off. Adrian gestured, and the dust fell off everyone.

Matteo nodded at him and said, “Thanks. That’s a pretty useful artifact.”

Adrian smiled. The squad started running again, with Adrian setting the pace. They didn’t get far before they ran into their first monster of the journey. It was a corruption caterpillar, and it wasn’t alone.


Book 2 Chapter 2: Discovering Teamwork

Two corruption caterpillars crawled up out of a nearby fissure. Each one was five feet tall and at least fifteen feet long. They were bright orange, with black spines running down their back. Matteo hadn’t fought them before, but he was told that the spikes had corruption magic on them. It was worse than poison, something that quickly ate away at a person. It was one of the few injuries that health potions couldn’t heal.

Leo gestured for the squad to stop and said, “I’ll take care of these two so you lot can see how my artifact works. Pay attention.”

Without waiting for them to respond, Leo reached into a bag on his belt. He pulled out two small figurines. They were stick figure men, crudely carved out of a single piece of wood. They looked like they were surprised, arms and legs splayed out.

Leo hurled both of the figures at the approaching monsters. As the stick figures flew, they began to grow, larger and larger. By the time they landed, each one was nine feet tall. They reminded Matteo of the stories he had heard about ents.

The carvings started pummeling the corruption caterpillars with their wooden fists. Each hit burst through the monster’s skin and flung green blood everywhere. The caterpillars screamed in unison and curled up a bit. As they did, the black spikes on their back suddenly grew, impaling the wooden men. Black spots grew from the impact sites, devouring the wood and turning it to sludge.

They weren’t fazed at all. They continued to punch and kick with enormous strength. Their wooden construction allowed them to impart huge force with every hit. The two monsters quickly succumbed to their injuries. The wooden men stood there silently, unmoving now that the monsters were dead.

One of the carvings fell apart into a pile of wood and sludge. The corruption magic from the spines had been too much for it. The other carving lost half of its head and had holes all the way through its torso and left leg. The corruption magic had stopped with the monster’s death, so the carving didn’t continue to deteriorate.

“Follow me,” Leo said to the remaining carving. The wooden man fell into formation and Leo started running again.

Matteo was fascinated with the wooden carving. It moved so naturally. It didn’t have hinges or anything. The wood just bent like a muscle would. These guys were the reason Leo was such a great ranger. He had disposable front-line fighters. Strong ones to boot. Matteo had expected his squad leader to use the huge sword strapped to his pack, but apparently, that was just a backup weapon.

“What kind of flexibility do you have when you are carving your little guys? Can you do more arms or legs?” Julia said as they ran.

“Yeah, I can carve any shape I want, as long as it has a head and at least two legs. These guys are just the easiest to quickly carve out of wood. The longer I take carving them, the stronger they get. I just don’t want to waste them on something easy, like caterpillars,” Leo said.

Matteo chuckled, “If corruption monsters are easy for you, I would hate to fight anything you say is hard.”

“Yeah, those shits are creepy. I don’t want to see anything worse,” Chiara said.

“Well, that’s too bad. We are all but guaranteed to see much worse on this trip. We are heading through a few different high mana areas. There are bound to be some tier two and three monsters that will make those caterpillars look cute,” Leo said.

Chiara swore. Matteo didn’t say anything, but he was suddenly a lot more nervous than he was before. He had gained a lot of magic power since he last ran up against a tier two monster. He still didn’t think he could take one on without preparation. Higher tier monsters were much stronger and tougher with more potent magics.

“Where are we going, by the way?” Julia said. “I know we are headed to the capital, but how are we getting there? I don’t want to be lost if something should happen to you.”

“I’m gonna be fine. All of us will. Don’t know why Commander Angelica put that in your heads. We are rolling down shell here. We don’t have to kill all the monsters we see. Just get from point A to point B,” Leo said expansively. His wooden carving chose that moment to collapse. He ignored it and continued. “But anyway, I can show everyone the map tonight when we make camp.”

Julia nodded smartly, and they ran on. A short while later, they came across another monster, a trio of mosquitoes this time. The squad heard the incessant buzzing for a while before they came up on the monsters.

“Alright, someone else show off what they can do,” Leo said and gestured to the sky.

“I'll take these ones,” Adrian volunteered.

Leo motioned for him to go ahead. Adrian set his pack down and grasped his staff tightly. He gave it a violent shake and a small cloud of dust puffed out of the bag attached to the top. The dust wafted out and then sped through the air. Adrian tilted and turned his staff, and the dust responded.

The dust formed into dozens of spikes and pierced the buzzing wings of the mosquitoes. The three of them fell to the ground, thumping down one after another. Matteo was impressed. Not just that Adrian could manipulate dust that way, but the distance as well. They were over a hundred feet away.

Adrian walked forward and sent another cloud of dust at the monsters. This time, the dust formed three tendrils that wrapped themselves around the monster’s necks. They didn’t get a chance to recover from their fall before their heads popped off. The whole exchange took less than ten seconds.

“Nice. What’s your staying power like?” Leo said.

“I can do one attack every five seconds or so. Faster if I don’t have to worry about mana,” Adrian said. He hesitated, then added, “I am good at crowd control, too. I can make the ground slippery so monsters can’t approach.”

Leo nodded and said, “Glad to have you on the squad.”

They ran on, heading northwest. As they climbed a particularly large mesa, Matteo looked back. He could still see his home. The turtle kaiju seemed tiny in the distance. He told himself he would be back in a month or so, but it didn’t feel like it. It felt like he would never see home again.

That was ridiculous, of course. He was going to visit home again at the end of this mission. He just couldn’t stay there afterwards. His future would be far away from the kaiju he was born on. Matteo turned away and caught up with the squad. He needed to think about the future, not the past. He told himself to talk to Julia later. She had family in Carcassonne and would know what kind of opportunities they had there. Maybe he could find a good job there.

Whatever he did next, he didn’t want to join the army. He was still recovering from the horror that was the battle for his home. He had killed so many people. Gotten so close to death himself. He had lost his best friend. Matteo had been instrumental in saving the whole town, but it was the worst day of his life. Whatever he did from here on out, he never wanted to have another day like that.

The squad continued on. As they ran, the sagebrush and cacti gave way to shrubs and acacia trees. Matteo looked up to see hills and a mountain range with even more greenery. They were passing an environmental boundary. He paid more attention to his surroundings. There were often more monsters in these boundary areas.

His vigilance paid off shortly afterwards. He saw a glowing tree in the distance. It wasn’t actually glowing; the green light was how his enhanced vision interpreted magic. That meant that there was a monster behind the tree, one with magic strong enough to be seen from a distance.

“Hold up, monster on the left. Looks powerful,” Matteo said, and pointed.

Leo peered into the distance and said, “I don’t see it.”

“Left of the boulder, behind the mesquite tree,” Matteo said and pointed.

After a few moments, Leo said, “I don’t see it. Are you sure you saw something?”

“I can see it right now,” Matteo said. “I have enhanced senses with the ability to see magic. That tree is glowing, and I am pretty sure that means there is a monster behind it. A strong one for me to be able to see it from here.”

Leo tilted his head. “That’s a useful skill. Not many people have that particular senses evolution.”

“That’s the second time I have heard that word. What does evolution mean in this context?” Mateo said.

Leo waved him down. “In a minute. First, we gotta get out of range of whatever this thing is. Probably a puma with invisibility magic. Come on, we are going around.”

Matteo was a bit surprised. There was a monster right there, and they were going to just … walk around it? Leo had mentioned that strategy earlier, but it still seemed strange to Matteo. He really didn’t want to have a high tiered monster at their backs. He would much rather just kill it now instead of waiting for it to sneak up on them.

This was one of those situations where he would just have to trust that Leo knew what he was doing. Angelica had made a point of saying he was trustworthy. That would have to be good enough for Matteo.

The squad turned and headed west to go the long way around the monster. They didn’t get far. As soon as the monster realized its prey was getting away, it jumped up after them. It was quickly apparent that Leo’s guess about an invisible puma was wrong. The tree Matteo had pointed to stood up and ran after them. It was an ent.

The twenty foot tall tree monster stomped towards them, shaking the ground with every step. It had two legs and four branches that acted as arms. Leo threw a couple of his carvings in front of the tree and yelled, “This way!”

He let the squad into a dense grove of trees and motioned for them to set up defenses. As they turned around, they saw that one of the wooden stickmen was already broken. The remaining carving had its fists up as the ent stomped closer. It looked like a toddler trying to fight off its older brother. The ent swung down with one of its thick branches, demolishing the nine foot tall carving. That branch cracked, and left the ent with three working attack limbs.

The ent slowed down as it got closer to them. The trees around the squad were sturdy enough that the monster had to push them over, one at a time. The squad wasn’t idle as the ent tore away their cover.

Chiara took out her honey stirrer and gestured with a flourish. The artifact sent forth a swarm of terror wasps, and she directed them towards the monster’s left leg. One after another, the glowing orange summons dive bombed the same spot. They exploded on impact, a sharp pop each time. The first explosion wasn’t enough to get through the monster’s bark skin. Neither was the second. The third and fourth explosions started to break and shatter the thick bark. She had forty of the summons and sent all of them streaming towards the same leg. By the time the last summon was spent, the leg was just hanging on.

Adrian sent a cloud of dust out, larger than the one before. In addition to the dust from his staff, he swept up dust and debris from the ground. He held it back until Chiara’s attack was spent and then swept the dust in. The dust spread out like a blanket and slowed the monster down further. It could still attack, but it wasn’t moving nearly as fast as before.

While they attacked, Matteo traced out a fireball and sent it screaming towards the left leg. The explosion took off the leg and ignited the dust surrounding the ent. There was a deep whumpf and a huge conflagration of fire. Everyone put their hands up to shield themselves from the sudden fire and heat. Adrian swore with passion.

Leo had another carving out and was fiddling with it. He clearly wasn’t sure if he wanted to send it into the fight yet. The ent was still burning, particularly its upper canopy. The monster screamed out in pain and flailed towards them. It only had one working leg now, but was using a pair of branches to create a tripod. Its longest remaining branch came swinging down onto the squad.

Matteo had four force traps loaded up to his pen. It was his default defense. He sent two of them directly into the path of the burning branch. The first force trap slowed the attack, and the second sent it rocking back. He knew that wouldn’t be enough. The heat of the fire made Matteo think of water and he started tracing out a waterjet. As he drew in the air, he adjusted the rune to a narrow aperture and increased the power. It would make a perfect cutting attack.

Once it was ready, Matteo flung his arm out and pointed the waterjet at the monster’s top branch, hoping to take out the only limb that could attack them. Just as he activated the rune, Julia slid around him and touched his rune pen with a single finger. She pressed down and redirected the cutting stream down to the trunk.

The waterjet hit the monster in its face, something Matteo hadn’t even noticed until now. Julia had adjusted his attack so it hit the monster directly in its left eye. The ent screamed and its leaves shook. The screams cut out just as Matteo’s attack ended. He stood there unmoving, shocked that Julia had been so rude. Her interference had redirected his attack and killed the monster. Belatedly he remembered her power to see a few seconds into the future and realized she knew what she was doing.

Leo stood up straighter and said, “Well, good job, everyone. You are all working together better than I expected. Since this is our first day of fighting together, I couldn’t ask for more.”

“I can,” Adrian said and turned. “Matteo, warn me if you are going to use fire. You wasted some valuable dust.”

“Sorry about that. I assume that’s why my fireball set the whole tree on fire. Does your artifact create flammable dust or something?” Matteo said.

Adrian frowned and pulled his staff back. “No, my artifact doesn't create dust. I can use any dust. I bought metal dust because it's more effective than dirt. And you wasted it. It's like you broke one of my swords.”

“Right. Sorry again. I won’t use fireballs around your dust.”

Adrian nodded and turned towards Leo. “Should we go?”

Leo shook his head and said, “Not yet. I am going to harvest some of that beautiful wood.” He walked forward to the corpse of the ent and looked it over. He rubbed his hands together with a weird grin on his face. He seemed to notice their reactions and said, “While I am at it, check and see if there is a cave below where the ent was planted. Maybe there are a few artifacts down there.”

Matteo nodded and started walking over. Monsters usually congregated around areas where artifacts naturally formed. They could absorb the waste mana created when the artifact appeared. It was a quick way for them to grow stronger. Otherwise they would have to find their own section of the wilderness and passively absorb mana wisps. The five of them walked over to the hole in the ground where the ent had been rooted.

Just as Leo predicted, there was a cave down there. Matteo couldn’t tell how deep it was, just a black hole. He couldn’t wait to explore it. There was a good chance there weren’t any other monsters down there. A tier two monster like the ent could easily kill its competition.


Book 2 Chapter 3: The Loot

The first thing Matteo did was to trace out an illuminate rune. He had to reference the list of runes he had on his forearm cover. It wasn’t one of the runes he had memorized. Once it was ready, he cast the rune onto a small stone and dropped it into the cave below them. It didn’t fall far. The bright stone bounced around a small cave and came to a rest just out of sight.

Julia put her hand on his shoulder and said, “Let me go down there. My artifact makes it easy to handle the unknown.”

Matteo wanted to say something about how he could come down too. Before he said anything, she held up her hand and said, “I know what you are going to say. You want to come too, but there is no need. I have heard myself say this twice, don’t make me say it a third time.”

He stepped back at that and folded his arms. He nodded towards the hole. She clearly knew what he was going to say before he said it. He could tell that was quickly going to grow old. She nodded and jumped down the hole. He noticed that Julia’s mechanical owl didn’t move on her shoulder. It must be locked into her armor or something.

Matteo saw her draw her knives before she walked out of sight. He said, “Need any help down there?”

“Nope,” was the only reply. There was a sound of a monster cry, suddenly cut off. That happened twice more before she returned to the hole and looked up. “All good, come on down.”

Matteo dropped his pack and hopped down the hole into the cave. It was a small cave, only twelve feet deep. It was a mix of sandstone and soil. The stone he had lit up sat on the floor and gave the cave strange shadows. Adrian dropped down behind Matteo and used the dust below to soften his fall. There were fissures leading left and right, but Julia seemed unconcerned that those corridors could bring more monsters. She had already killed three of them, a pair of goblins and a corruption caterpillar.

Chiara landed in the cave next and said, “Any artifacts?”

“Yep, right over there,” Julia said and pointed to a depression off to their left.

Matteo picked up the glowing rock and brought it over. There were four artifacts lying in the depression. A hoe, a flower vase, and two unmatched shoes. A closer look revealed their magic types.

“Alright, we got yellow magic, green, and a couple oranges,” Matteo said and pointed. “We haven’t really talked about how we were going to split the loot. Let’s go find Leo and talk it out.”

“You can see artifact magic types?” Adrian said and squinted at him.

Matteo shrugged and said, “Yeah. If I examine them, I can tell you their names as well.”

“Their names?” Adrian asked.

Instead of answering, Matteo was distracted by the shaft of light coming from the hole in the ground above. Or rather, what he didn’t see in the light. He turned and said, “Chiara, did you jump down here without tying off a rope first? How are we getting back up?”

Chiara shrugged, unconcerned.

Julia chuckled and said, “Just as funny the second time.” She pointed. “I think that way leads to the surface. The goblins came from there.”

She led the way, walking into the fissure in the sandstone. It was small enough that she had to duck. After she walked a few feet, she stopped and turned around. She gestured towards Adrian.

Adrian was looking up at the hole in the ground. He had gathered up the nearby dust and swirled it around himself. “Let’s just go back up the way we came,” he said and lifted himself up through the hole.

Chiara walked over to the hole.“Me next.” She was holding the artifacts from the depression.

Dust swirled around her and slowly brought her up to the surface. Julia was next, and then it was Matteo’s turn. He expected the dust to feel like sandpaper, but it felt more like a thick mud. Once he was up on the surface, they walked over to where Leo was cutting into the remains of the ent.

He had a few hand saws out and was cutting sections of wood into one foot blocks. He saw them coming and said, “Almost done. You lot find anything down there?”

“Yep, four artifacts. Two orange, a green, and a yellow,” Matteo said and pointed to the artifacts in Chiara’s hands. “I thought we should discuss how we are splitting the loot.”

Leo stood up and brushed off his hands, “That’s right, you can see mana. That makes things complicated. Normally we just carry everything we can and sell it when we get into a mining town or kaiju. I imagine you want to change that up. What were you thinking?”

“Depends on our magics. If everyone has a different magic color, then we can just upgrade in the field. If most of us are the same magic type, that wouldn’t be fair,” Matteo said. “I have green magic.”

“My artifact is a beautiful shade of yellow,” Chiara said with a smile.

“My cute little bird uses blue magic,” Julia said and gestured to the bird on her shoulder.

“Red magic for me,” Adrian said.

“My artifact uses yellow magic too,” Leo said, “But I am fine with Chiara getting all the yellow artifacts and me just getting a higher percentage of the sales when we get into town. I am a high enough level that random artifacts would be wasted on me. I just gotta save up and buy a verified level up from Carcassonne.”

Matteo snapped his fingers. “Oh, I can help with that, too. The artifact descriptions I get have a number on them. If that number is higher than your level, you can use it. Otherwise it’s a dud. I can screen the artifacts we find and give you the highest level artifacts. What level are you?”

Leo tsked. “Whoa there, kid. You can’t ask people’s level like that. It’s super rude.”

Matteo winced. He had known that. “Sorry, forget I asked.”

“Nah, I am just messing with you. You need to know my level to help me out. It’s twenty-three,” Leo said with a chuckle. “If you can actually get me a level up, I’ll give you all of my shares. That senses evolution of yours is super valuable.”

“What is an evolution, anyway? They never mentioned it in training,” Matteo said.

“It’s not something most new Rangers need to know. You said you were level fourteen, right? Most Rangers take five to ten years to get that high,” Leo said and gestured for them to start jogging again. “Anyway, evolutions are changes to how your stats work. As you level up and your stats randomly increase, sometimes you will get an evolution. For example, when I lucked out and got my constitution up to twenty, my body got a lot tougher. I can’t cut myself on accident anymore. But one of my friends got a different evolution when he got his constitution stat up to twenty-five. His body is only slightly tougher, but he heals much faster. Every stat is like that. When you get your stats up to around twenty - twenty-five, the specific way it enhances your body changes. No one knows for sure why, just that it might have something to do with what artifacts you absorbed to get there.”

Matteo nodded along. His mana vision started when he upgraded his senses stat to eighteen. He didn’t notice any changes to his constitution, though, and that was already twenty-four. Maybe he would get stone skin when it hit twenty-five.

“That’s cool. What are some of the common evolutions for agility?” Chiara said.

“Extra flexibility, total body control, and speed enhancements are all on the table. I know this guy that got an evolution where he literally couldn’t fall down. Even if he only had a toe on the ground, you couldn’t tip him over. But that’s rare. In fact, most evolutions are rare. I would say only half of all bound have an evolution. The rest just get incremental changes to their abilities,” Leo said.

Ah. That made more sense. It also explained why he hadn’t heard of evolutions before now. Not everyone got them. He said, “Thanks for the explanation. Anyway, getting back to the loot sharing. Is everyone ok with absorbing your own color? I can check over the artifacts before we do, so we don’t waste a lot of artifacts.”

Everyone agreed, and Chiara handed the artifacts they had found over to Matteo. No one on the team used orange magic, so he tucked the shoes away. He attempted to absorb the rake even though he knew it would fail. A message popped up in his vision.

	Garden Rake of Pain (Yellow Magic 14)

	You are not compatible with this artifact. Absorption will destroy it. Absorb anyway?

	Yes
	No

		


He mentally selected no and handed the rake over to Chiara. They were jogging this entire conversation, but none of them were normal humans anymore. This was just as easy as standing still for them. He told her the artifact’s stats and she absorbed it.

“Body,” Chiara said softly.

Matteo knew she wasn’t talking to him, that was just her talking to her artifact. Her interface was the normal one without a visual component. She couldn’t upgrade specific things like he could. Once again, he was thankful for the alternate interface his mechanical arm had given him.

Next, he absorbed the green artifact.

	Sturdy Flower Vase (Green Magic 16)

	Artifact absorbed. Choose one to level up.

	Pen
	Body

		


Nice. It was just strong enough to level him up. Based on the description of the artifact, he figured that it would be best used to upgrade his body. He silently selected it and read through his options.

	Choose one aspect to upgrade

	Green Aptitude : 66% >>> 67%

	Strength : 14 >>> 15

	Agility : 18 --- 

	Senses : 18 ---

	Constitution : 24 >>> 25



This was a harder decision. He had no intention of upgrading his aptitude by one measly percentage point, but the other two options were each tempting. His constitution could get an evolution when he upgraded it to twenty-five. That was unlikely, though.

Upgrading his strength had been a goal of his since before he was a Ranger. Even though it was only a single percentage point, Matteo still wanted it. He nodded to himself. Might as well do it. He selected strength. Directly afterwards, he felt like his muscles tightened slightly. That was it. A single point in any statistic wasn’t going to be much of a difference. Still, they added up. He couldn’t wait until his strength hit thirty.

He spent the next hour imagining what he could do with thirty strength. He saw this Ranger in a bar once. He was showing off, lifting up four women at once, without straining at all. That had been his fantasy ever since. He glanced over at the two women on his squad. They were both small. He might be able to lift them both right now. Although if he was fantasizing, he wouldn’t include Julia. She had that severe schoolmarm look about her. Chiara, on the other hand, was rather attractive. She was allowed to stay in his fantasy.

Not that he would ever put his moves on her. They were both mourning the loss of Riccardo. That thought sent a wave of grief over him. He wished he had an artifact that could bring his friend back. Nothing like that existed, though. The best he could do was to remember him as the noble man he was. Riccardo died to protect his friends and family.

In an attempt to distract himself from the grief, Matteo turned his thoughts to rune words. It was a huge, untapped avenue for advancement. There were thousands of possible rune combinations he wanted to try out. Any one of them could be the perfect monster killing tool. Or money making rune. If he was going to be living in Carcassonne, he was going to need a new profession. He couldn’t imagine the enormous city would need any low leveled Rangers like himself.

Matteo decided to start his testing with the wind rune. It was one of the newer runes he had learned, and he expected to find several useful rune words with it included. There were dozens of possibilities to try out. Although he knew thirteen different runes, but the wind rune wouldn’t work with all of them. In order to make a rune word, each of the runes had to connect with each other in a line.

He started with wind-waterjet-crystal. Predictably, it didn’t work. Of the thousands of combinations, only a handful would be successful. He kept at it as they ran across the countryside.

Two hours later, he ran across his first success. Wind-magnify-rebalance created a rune word, and he quickly stored it in his pen. He had no idea what it would do, and didn’t want to test it out without warning his squad first.

When he turned to Leo, he saw that their squad leader was distracted. They had just crested a hill and Leo was staring off into the distance, slowing to a walk to get a better view. At first, Matteo didn’t know what he was looking at. As he looked further out, he saw what it was. The hill on the other end of the valley was moving. A haze of black smoke surrounded the hill, and it was undulating like it was alive. It must be some kind of strange kaiju.

Matteo stopped and stared. When he realized what was seeing, he shivered. Nope. That wasn’t a kaiju. The hill was crawling with hundreds of monsters.


Book 2 Chapter 4: The Swarm

The squad had entered a valley infested with monsters. Instead of the normal one or two monster per mile, there were hundreds of them over there. Maybe thousands. They were all the same type, corruption caterpillars. The faint black smoke surrounding the horde was eating into the landscape and leaving a black scar behind them.

Matteo stood there in shock with the rest of the squad. He had never seen so many monsters together at once. He didn’t even know how they were there all together. They needed mana to survive, and only a fraction of them could be getting enough from the nearby landscape.

Chiara squinted and said, “What is that?”

“It’s a monster swarm. Looks like some kind of insect,” Leo said.

“They are corruption caterpillars,” Matteo said. “What I don’t get is where they all came from. How did this happen?”

“A kaiju probably died out there somewhere. All that free mana made for perfect breeding grounds,” Leo said and gestured vaguely to the north.

“Monsters breed? I thought the goddess just made them appear,” Matteo said.

“Ok, sure. Monsters don’t exactly breed so much as copy themselves?” Leo said, “I don’t know what the scientific name is. Anyway, if monsters get a lot of mana at once, they create an exact copy of themselves. If a monster or group of monsters eats a kaiju, you get a swarm like that.”

“That right there is why living on a kaiju is so much better than a mining town,” Julia said and pointed with her chin. “They can walk out of the way of swarms like this. Just like we are going to do.”

“Yep, let’s get going. We need to get out of this valley before they come this way,” Leo said. He took a step and stopped himself. Then he sucked in through his teeth and said, “Although… If we could redirect them, that would be best. The way they are heading right now, they might run into Tartaruga. Without a director, they won’t be able to avoid the swarm.”

Adrian scoffed. When he saw everyone looking at him, he said, “How are five of us going to redirect a swarm that big? Redirect and survive, that is.”

Leo squinted at him in frustration, but nodded anyway. “It wouldn’t be easy, that’s for sure. I wouldn’t blame you for not wanting to take the risk.”

“What risk? Getting that swarm’s attention isn’t a risk, it’s suicide,” Adrian said and gestured wildly with his staff.

“Maybe, maybe. But we do have some time to prepare. If we think about it, we might come up with somethin’ that wouldn’t be suicide,” Leo said.

Matteo nodded in agreement. All of them had risked their lives in the battle to save Tartaruga Town. Why not try and make things easier for the Rangers still defending her? He looked around. They were at one end of a bowl valley. There was a high mountain range to their right and a lower one to their left. They stood on the southeastern edge of the valley and it looked like it would take a half hour or so for the closest monsters to get to them. Maybe an hour before the main body of the swarm got here. They had time to think of something.

“Do you have something effective against large numbers?” Julia said. “I know I don’t. Bunch of monsters will have me dead without them noticing.”

“I can probably take out forty of them at once, but after that I am not effective against large groups,” Chiara said.

“Corruption caterpillars are particularly difficult for me to handle. Their magics are a good counter to my dust,” Adrian said.

“Well, I can probably take out a hundred of the buggers, if I use up most of my good carvings,” Leo said. “What about you, Matteo?”

Matteo waffled his hand back and forth and said, “I am not sure. I can think of a few rune words that might take out a lot of them. I haven’t tried them in combat before, though.”

Leo snapped his fingers and pointed at him. “That’s good enough for me. We aren’t trying to kill the whole swarm. Just make sure they don’t head straight for Tartaruga. Come on, let’s check out the area, see if we can set up a safe escape route.”

…

Matteo spun his pen through his fingers. It was a nervous habit he was picking up. With his higher dexterity, he could do a lot of things that would have ended in a fumble before. They were going to do it. Leo had decided that the risk was acceptable, and they had set up an attack. Whether or not it would be successful mostly depended on Matteo.

He had the best long range spells and could hit very hard for a short while. It was his job to attack the swarm and get their attention before killing as many of them as possible. Leo and Chiara would cover their retreat. Adrian would be in charge of watching their backs, and Julia would shout warnings if they were about to get hit.

It was a loose plan, and one Matteo wasn’t entirely comfortable with. Not that he would be comfortable with any plan to attack a swarm of monsters. Even with a level fifty bound on his side, he would still feel nervous.

After what felt like forever, and was still too soon, Leo gave the signal. Matteo traced out his strongest fireball and aimed it towards the clamoring masses below. The squad stood in a small canyon to the west of the swarm. The scree below them was loose enough that most monsters would have trouble getting up to them. Just their luck that they were up against monsters with dozens of legs. Once Matteo attacked, the caterpillars would be on them within moments.

He took a large breath and let it out. He fired the largest single rune fireball he could, directly towards the center of the swarm. It screamed across the countryside and detonated with a spray of blood and body parts.

The monsters closest to him screamed and rushed towards him, their instincts amping up their rage. Many of the other caterpillars hadn’t seen where the explosion came from and were still milling about. Matteo gave them a little help and sent another fireball downrange.

Now the entire swarm knew where he was and they were turning to face him. The fastest monsters were already twenty feet away. Chiara sent a handful of terror wasps down to pick off the closest ones. She had dialed in her attack and each wasp made a caterpillar pop. When the main body of the swarm was nearby, Matteo knelt behind his shield and poked his pen up over the edge.

“Take cover!” Matteo yelled and fired his first of three stored rune words. It was actually the first rune word he had discovered, fireball-oil-magnify. The spell created a shaft of fire ten feet wide and over a hundred feet long. He blasted dozens of monsters away, many of them popping from the heat. The spell only lasted ten seconds, but it killed more than fifty bugs.

“Go, go, go!” Leo yelled and gestured to Matteo.

He jumped up and ran uphill towards his squad leader. The narrow valley they were in only got steeper and narrower as they headed up the mountain. They were planning on using this western passage to herd together and kill as many monsters as possible. They didn’t have a chance to kill the entire swarm, but they could shrink and redirect them.

As Matteo ran up to the first fallback point, Chiara sent her entire hive of terror wasps down to pick off the closest corruption caterpillars. The monsters were much faster than he expected. Some of them got within ten feet of him before a summoned wasp turned them into goop.

As he got to the next outcropping, Leo caught him and arrested his momentum. He pulled Matteo by the shield and got him into position to use his column of fire again. It wasn’t twenty seconds later that Matteo had a hundred more monsters directly in front of him. He fired the rune word and obliterated more monsters. This time, he quickly panned the spell back and forth to cover as much ground as possible. When the smoke cleared, more than a hundred monsters were burnt to a crisp.

The corruption caterpillars didn’t seem to care their clones were flambéed. They clamored over the smoking corpses and kept coming. Matteo jumped up and raced to their next fallback point, Leo by his side. The rest of the squad was there, ready to give it their all. Once this position was overrun, they would stop fighting and escape.

Leo hopped over the rock wall they slapped together. He spun and threw three carvings. As they flew, they expanded into fifteen foot tall constructs. The first was a more polished version of his wooden man, but with four arms. This carving was faster and stronger, able to kill two monsters at once. The middle carving was a beetle made out of shiny dark wood. It moved slowly, but every attack just slid off its hard shell. The final carving was a snake, articulated wood slithered across the ground. It was the least effective of the three. Caterpillars seemed to instinctively avoid its attacks.

As the carvings laid into the mass of monsters heading their way, Adrian opened up the bag of dust on his staff. The metallic dust streamed down the mountain, sparkling and shimmering in the light. He was a virtuoso with the dust, killing four and five monsters at once. He focused on the left flank, and Chiara on the right.

Chiara could only send a single wasp into the fight every few seconds. Her built up hive had been spent and she was sending them out as soon as they respawned. Julia helped her keep the right flank from getting too close. She tossed a rock and three monsters fell from their perch, she directed Chiara’s next wasp and four monsters died at once.

Matteo had been watching his squad mates while he traced out his largest fireball and sent it screaming downrange. Twenty monsters were vaporized. He could kill a lot at once, but the others kept pace with the total kill count. Leo was perhaps ahead of everyone.

He was about to trace out another one when he remembered there was one more spell stored in his pen. It was the untested rune word, wind-magnify-rebalance. No time like the present. Whatever that rune word did, it probably wouldn’t help the monsters. He pointed his pen towards the middle of the swarm in case it was a dangerous effect.

As he fired off the spell, Julia jumped over and pushed the tip of his pen down. It meant the resulting spell hit just beyond Leo’s hulking carvings. Matteo watched as the spell slowly formed a funnel made of wind. At first it did nothing but move around the corruption smoke wafting up from the monsters. But the longer the spell went on, the stronger it got. The wind flew faster and faster and sucked up a caterpillar and sent it flying. Then another. And a dozen more. Soon the dust devil had turned into a full on tornado.

“Get down!” Julia yelled.

Matteo was the first to obey, having seen the escalation coming. Soon, all five of them were huddled behind the rock wall and hundreds of monsters were being sucked into the tornado. The top rocks from their wall got sucked up, too. Then it stopped. It didn’t last long, perhaps fifteen seconds from beginning to end.

Monsters started raining from the sky, splatting onto the ground and killing their clones. The spell had taken a bit to get going, but it was wildly effective. Even the mindless caterpillars were slowing down their charge, starting to act cautiously.

Now was the time to run, though, when the monsters were on the back foot. Leo threw his hand up and pointed towards the cave they were going to hide inside. Unfortunately, there were thirty caterpillars between them and the cave. They had snuck around the humans while they were distracted by the tornado.

“Whoops,” Julia said. She was the one that should have been watching their backs and had somehow missed these monsters. Matteo didn’t know how that had been possible, her entire artifact was geared around seeing the future.

He could ask her about it later. They needed to get through these monsters and hide from the rest of the swarm. The only problem was that Leo had used up his carvings, Adrian’s dust was sucked up by the tornado, Chiara only had one wasp, and Matteo was out of stored spells.


Book 2 Chapter 5: The First and Last Night

There were thirty corruption caterpillars between them and safety. Matteo’s heart was beating a mile a minute, but he couldn’t panic. They needed to get through these monsters quickly before the rest of the swarm caught up to them from behind. He tamped down his fear and anger and started tracing out a rune.

Fireball was out. These monsters were too close. He went with an overpowered waterjet with a wide aperture. It wouldn’t cut through monsters, but it would push them back. As he traced out the rune, he started running forward, following his squad.

They had seen the danger and ran headlong into it. Leo was leading the way, using his great sword to cut his way through the monsters. For some reason, Matteo was shocked by his skill and strength. Leo was basically a summoner. Matteo hadn’t expected his squad leader to have melee skills. Leo easily avoided monster attacks and killed five of them without breaking a sweat.

Adrian gestured with his staff, and the dust on the ground leapt up and seized the legs of a dozen caterpillars. The monsters struggled and slowly forced their way out of the dust’s hold. It slowed them down enough for Leo and Julia to slice them up as they ran by. Chiara used her wasps one at a time to kill the monsters directly in their way.

Finally, Matteo’s spell was ready. Tracing out the rune didn’t take long, but in combat, half-seconds mattered. He fired the waterjet and a plume of water blasted out, knocking the nearest caterpillar back. He played the spell back and forth across the monsters, knocking them out of the way of the charging squad.

Adrian swore vehemently. “Matteo, don’t get rid of the dust! How many times do I have to tell you?”

Matteo felt simultaneously embarrassed and angry. On the one hand, he had just wiped off the dust holding the monsters down, while turning all nearby dust into mud. On the other hand, this was literally their first day fighting together. People were going to make mistakes as they got used to working with each other. Adrian had a right to be mad, but not that mad.

He said none of that, opting instead to say, “Sorry.”

Adrian grunted and attacked nearby monsters with his staff. He was well practiced with it, killing or incapacitating with every strike.

Then they were in the cave. It was a small one, only reaching a few hundred feet into the mountain. Julia was the last one in, waiting for everyone else to go ahead of her. She walked a few feet in and slammed her dagger into a crack in the ceiling. She immediately ran in and gestured for the rest of the squad to step forward more.

The ceiling caved in, completely blocking the entrance to the cave under tons of rock. Dust billowed up, but never reached them, Adrian having held it back. Within moments, they were in a completely pitch black cave. The sound of the cave in quickly dissipated, but it wasn’t quiet. The monsters had seen their prey enter the cave and were trying to dig them out. They listened in the dark as the monsters failed to make it in.

“Any chance you can light the cave up, Matteo?” Chiara said.

Matteo chuckled awkwardly and said, “I don’t have that rune memorized yet. I would need a little light to see my runes first.”

Adrian scoffed lightly. Matteo felt his face heat up. He told himself he would memorize the illuminate rune next. When he needed light, he wouldn’t have it.

Leo said, “Our packs are in the back of the cave. Give me a minute and I will go get a candle and a sparker.”

A scrape sounded, and Julia’s face lit up. She held a dim light in her hands. It was a low-quality mana light, one that needed a roller to light up the tiny bit of crystallium inside. “Better that we don’t have any fire in here. We don’t know how long it will take until they forget us. Fire would just produce bad air.”

Matteo flipped open the hatch in his metal arm. There was a small storage in the forearm, but he needed to look at the runes he had scratched into the metal on the hatch. He quickly found the illuminate rune and traced it out. He reached up and tapped the spell on the ceiling. A diffuse light spread out along the cave.

The caterpillars were still trying to dig their way in, scrabbling and screeching in frustration. The squad walked to the back of the cave where they had placed their packs. Matteo placed another illuminate on the ceiling here, too.

“Settle in for the night, folks. It’s still a few hours till nighttime, but we aren’t heading out anytime soon,” Leo said.

Everyone nodded and started unpacking. Adrian prepared their camp site by pulling all of the dust away from this section of the cave. That reminded Matteo and he said, “Sorry again about messing up your dust.”

“I have to apologize, too. I should have been more clear about the limitations of my artifact. I can only control dust if it isn’t lit on fire or turned into mud. We will just have to get used to working around each other,” Adrian said.

Matteo nodded and pulled out his bedroll and sat on it. Once everyone was settled, he turned to Julia. “Speaking of artifacts, is there anything more you feel comfortable telling us about your artifact? I thought you saw the future, but you were surprised when the monsters got behind us.”

“I don’t mind talking about it,” Julia said and leaned back. “I can’t actually see the future. I just say that as shorthand. What my artifact actually does is let me see the possibilities in the near future. The most likely ones are bright, and unlikely ones are dim. For the next few seconds, my predictions are always right. Longer than that, and my guesses about the future are less reliable. Still, my guesses are right more often than most people.”

She pointed to the mechanical owl on her shoulder. “It does have a few limitations, though. I have to activate the power, it isn’t always on. If you see Bubo’s eyes closed, then I can’t see the future. The other limitation is that I have to be paying attention. I can only see futures of things and people that I know about. I didn’t notice the bugs sneaking up on us because I was paying too much attention to the tornado.”

“Thanks for sharing,” Matteo said. “I’ll try and help watch our backs if it seems like you are distracted.”

“Good idea,” Julia said. “Why don’t you tell us about your artifact?”

“It’s not complicated,” Matteo said. “I trace out runes and I can cast spells. I don’t have a lot of control of the spells after I cast them, but if I find the right runes, I can be pretty powerful. Recently I got the ability to combine runes, and I am testing out different combinations to see how they work. Some of them are powerful, some are duds.”

“Is that what your artillery spell is? Runes combined?” Julia said.

“Yep, but I can’t create that rune word right now. I don’t have the mana for it. The tornado is about the limit for how much power I can push into a rune word without overdrawing my mana,” Matteo said.

“Oh, yeah, don’t overdraw. That can kill you,” Julia said.

Matteo nodded. There was a lull in the conversation. Leo had gotten out the wood he had harvested from the ent they killed. He was carving new constructs. “How many of those can you get ready at once? Can you create an army?”

Leo chuckled and said, “I wish. I can have six right now. Maybe I will create an army after I have leveled up a bit.”

“Six is plenty. Your carvings pack a punch. And you too. I wasn’t expecting you to be a virtuoso with your Zweihänder,” Chiara interjected.

Leo shrugged. “Just something I have picked up over the years. If you survive as a Ranger for long, you get good at killing things.” He patted his sword and continued, “I might get a new Zweihänder soon, actually. The corruption magic did a number on it and I have been hoping for a new sword for a while. It just depends on how profitable this trip is.”

Chiara nodded and sat back. She tapped her fingers and looked around the cave. There wasn’t much to see or do. She said, “Is it about dinner time?”

Julia nodded and said, “Yeah, but it’s cold rations for us today. We can’t light a fire.”

There was a general grumbling at that. It was their first day on the road and they were already reduced to the worst quality foods. Actually, that wasn’t quite true. Matteo looked at his bag. He had several hot and fresh meals in his dimensional bag. His dad had cooked all night last night and helped him efficiently pack the bag. He could provide his new squad with a home cooked meal.

The only question was if he trusted them enough. The enchanted bag was worth hundreds of gold stater. It would be incredibly tempting to steal, even to normally honest people. He trusted Chiara, of course, but he didn’t know the others. Julia seemed alright, kind of a normal person. Adrian really rubbed him the wrong way. The tall guy was kind of a jerk, too. Leo was gruff, but he had come up with the idea to divert the swarm. He risked their lives to help Tartaruga Town when he didn’t have to. That was a good test for character right there.

That brought up a good point. If he could trust his life to the people in his squad, he could trust his bag with them, too. It would be a risk, but what wasn't? Almost every choice in life was a risk. He would rather risk money than risk ending up without any friends or connections in life. Besides, if he never used it, what was the point of having an awesome dimensional bag?

“Actually, I think I can cover dinner for everyone today,” Matteo said and reached into his bag. He pulled out a long wooden box, more than twice as long as the box was tall. The entire box only took up one slot on his enchanted bag, despite holding twelve home-cooked meals. He flipped up the lid and a bit of steam came out.

Matteo couldn’t keep from smiling at their expressions. Without exception, they were staring at him with open mouths. He handed out the meals, eggplant parmesan with crostini on the side. He closed the box and slid the remaining seven plates of food into the enchanted bag to keep them warm indefinitely.

As he sat down to eat, he saw that everyone was still staring at him. He shrugged and dug into the meal. It was delicious. His dad was an excellent cook. His mom was the baker and her crostini was just perfect. Suddenly everyone started talking at once.

“Matteo! Where did you get that?”

“How rich are you?”

“How did you get a bag of holding?”

“Is your pen actually a relic?”

Matteo laughed and set down his fork. “The mayor gave it to me at the awards ceremony. I’m not rich. It was the last thing the director enchanted before he died.”

“How much can it hold? That thing has got to be worth a thousand stater, right?” Julia said.

“It’s not worth anything because I will never sell it. It’s my last connection to the director, to home. If they won’t let me come home, at least I can take some of it with me,” Matteo said.

“Why can’t you go home?” Chiara said.

“They didn’t tell you?” Matteo said. “It’s my artillery spells. They don’t want me in the city in case Thatcham sends someone after me. Kind of ridiculous to think anyone would care about me that much, but eh. If the Tartaruga Rangers don’t want me, I guess I can find a new life somewhere else. I don’t mind, really,” he lied.

“So they banished you or something?” she said.

“No, nothing that official. I can still visit home, as long as it’s quick,” Matteo said. “What about you? What made you decide to come on this mission? Angelica said you volunteered.”

“Commander Angelica,” Julia corrected.

“Not to me,” Matteo said, and shrugged.

Chiara sighed and looked around the cave. “I needed to get away. Everyone was expecting me to be so happy. Happy we won, that the city was rebuilding. My family never even met Riccardo. They don’t understand how much he meant to me.”

Matteo nodded solemnly and said, “I get it. I miss him too. You wanted some time away to grieve.” He put his hand on her shoulder and gave it a brief squeeze.

“Yeah, that, and I wanted a distraction. I don’t want to wallow, and this seemed like a good option. Can’t be sad when you are facing down a horde of monsters,” Chiara said.

Leo chuckled and said, “I suppose we delivered on that, huh? Can’t be more distracting than those bugs outside, right?”

Chiara chuckled softly. Then she sighed and looked down. There was an awkward pause in the conversation and everyone quietly finished their meals. They thanked Matteo for the meal and made sure to send their regards to his father.

After dinner was cleaned up, Leo said, “What else do you have packed away in there, Matteo? Maybe a fireplace or a harp?”

Matteo laughed and said, “Whatever I pack has to fit in the opening. It’s a metal band about this wide.” Matteo held his hands about two feet apart. “I didn’t bring anything extravagant along. Although, now that I think about it, you might enjoy this.” He reached into his bag.
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Matteo reached into the dimensional bag and pulled out a long canvas bag. He had been so happy to discover the bag full of different items only took up one slot of the twenty-one available. He opened the bag and pulled out a game board. He had bought it just this morning, before meeting up with the squad. That and a few other things in the canvas bag.

He handed the board game over to Leo and said, “Do you like senet?”

Leo handed the game over to Julia. “Not really my game. Got anything else in there?”

“I got a few books, mostly fiction. I don’t know if they are any good. I just grabbed what the general store had this morning,” Matteo said and held up a pair of books. That didn’t get a reaction, so he continued rummaging. “How about a deck of cards?”

Leo shrugged. “I have a few decks of my own, but I am happy to play if you want. It’s a good way to pass the time.”

“Alright, how about Hounds and Jackals?” Matteo said and pulled out another game.

“Now we are talking! I love this game. I never bring it along when we are on a mission, but I love to play with my kids. You would not believe how competitive they get,” Leo said.

“You have kids? How many?” Matteo said.

“Yep, got a wife and three kids. Love them to bits. They share a house with my sister and her husband. It can get crowded when I am home, which is why I am a Ranger. Gives them a break from me so we can have a good time when I come back home,” Leo said. “Anyway, get out the sticks, Matteo. I always play jackals.”

He smiled and pulled out the game pieces from the Hounds and Jackals set. It was a simple game where you rolled knuckle bones to race across the board. Winning was partly a matter of skill, but mostly luck, which made for a fun game.

While they set up, Julia held up the senet board to Adrian and Chiara. Adrian shook his head and grabbed one of the books. Chiara shrugged and walked over to Julia’s bedroll to play with her. Matteo smiled. This was a great start to a mission.

The next morning, it was time to dig out the collapsed cave ceiling. Matteo was expecting a real slog, but it turned out to be quick and easy. Julia guided Adrian to move certain rocks one at a time, and then Leo pushed the rest of them out of the way. They didn’t have to worry about further cave-ins because Julia warned them off of moving the wrong boulders.

Once they were out of the cave, they saw a decimated landscape. The swarm of caterpillars had destroyed all plant life in sight and much of the mountainside as well. The corruption magic that wafted off of their spines worked slowly, but it was insidious. The rocks were at least a foot lower where the swarm had passed.

Matteo shuddered. He was glad that swarms weren’t common. He wondered what had caused this swarm in the first place. It wasn’t something he would ever know. Whatever caused the swarm had been eaten by them.

Leo led the way west into the valley, and then they headed north. They were following the path of destruction for now. It made their journey much easier. Since they were heading in the direction the swarm had come from, there were no dangers left on this path. Even if monsters had moved into the path last night, the swarm had removed anything they could conceivably hide behind.

Dealing with the swarm had put them behind schedule. Now that they were able to run flat out, they were quickly making up time. Adrian set the pace at the fastest he could keep up. The land flew by. Matteo thought it was interesting how different materials reacted to the corruption magic the monsters had given off. Stone was smoothed out, but dirt became more rough with deeper holes. They had to pay attention to their footing so they didn’t fall.

It was late in the day by the time they turned away from the path the caterpillar swarm had forged. They needed to go more northwest, and the devastation had turned northeast. They were mostly in a good mood, having made great time all day. Adrian was the exception, having run at his limit all day long. He was tired and cranky.

They started seeing monsters as they ran through the forest. Adrian was usually the first to attack, viciously sending dust to skewer the monsters and make them scream in pain. Leo let him. He needed to blow off some steam.

Leo turned to Julia and said, “I noticed that you aren't using your artifact right now. Is it because you can’t keep it active for long?”

Julia shook her head. “No, I could keep it active for half the day if I wanted. I just don’t because hearing the same conversation twice is like nails digging into my brain. Luckily, I don’t have to. I have a passive danger sense and I always activate my little buddy when I feel off.”

Leo tilted his head and then shrugged. “Alright. I will trust you to warn us if we are about to run into danger.”

“You got it, boss,” Julia said and gave him an enthusiastic thumb’s up.

Leo rolled his eyes and turned to Chiara. He said, “You are still pretty new with your artifact, right? What kind of experiments have you done?”

“Experiments? Like what?” Chiara said.

“How well can you control your wasps? Can you make them hover in place? Can you have them attack without exploding? Like maybe use their stingers to poke out eyes?” If you combine two of them, is the explosion larger or smaller than you would expect?”

Chiara shook her head, “I haven’t tried any of that. My wasps are actually kind of hard to control. I usually give them general instructions and they carry them out however they want. Sometimes they just attack monsters without any input from me,” she said.

Leo nodded along and said, “It really is remarkable how effective you are with them, then. With the limited control you have, you still haven’t had a single wasp do something it shouldn’t. Maybe you have more control than you think?”

“Maybe,” Chiara hesitantly agreed.

“Either way, now is an excellent time to start practicing control. Pull out a terror wasp while we run. Try to make it hover by your side. I don’t expect you to succeed right away. You might not get it in the next month. But the practice controlling your artifact will pay dividends for years to come. That’s what separates the mediocre from the great. Thousands and thousands of hours of practice.”

Chiara nodded seriously and pulled out a wasp. She had it circle around her wildly at first, only slowly gaining some semblance of order. Leo nudged Julia and motioned for her to watch Chiara. She would be the perfect person to make sure Chiara didn’t hurt herself.

A few miles later, Leo turned to Matteo and said, “Your turn. You mentioned you have a lot of different spells to choose from?”

“Right, I trace out a rune with my pen and I can either use it right away, or store it in one of these four beads. Single runes are pretty easy to trace out and don’t take much mana, but three rune words wipe me out. Right now, I have four different rune words that are useful in combat. I am planning on trying out more combinations to get some more versatility. Right now, all of my rune words are dangerous to use up close. I hope to find something that is effective and safe.”

Leo stroked his thick beard. “How many different runes do you know?”

Matteo had to flip up his arm storage cover and count them out. “Thirteen. That’s just the ones I have identified. I have a few more with unknown properties.”

“Alright, Let’s-”

Leo was interrupted when a trio of pumas jumped out from nearby pine trees. Adrian killed the one in the front, Chiara’s wasp exploded on the one on the left, and Julia somehow managed to get the third puma to break its own neck. Once he was sure they were safe again, Leo put his hands on his hips and stared at Julia. Probably wondering why she hadn’t warned them. She shrugged and pointed to the dead monsters. Leo harrumphed and motioned for everyone to start running again.

“Why don’t you show me all the runes you have? That way, I know what you can do. Don’t worry about attracting monsters, go all out,” Leo said.

“Sure,” Matteo said. He started with a simple fireball and a water jet. He made sure to fire them away from Adrian since he still seemed testy.

Next was the fan rune. He placed it on a nearby tree to show it shredding the leaves. He decided to trace out regular runes and explain how he could change the runes' strength and direction later.

Leo nodded in appreciation when Matteo threw up a crystal fence to the side. The squad leader turned and smacked it twice to see how tough it was. Part of it shattered on his second hit. He waffled his hand a bit after that.

Matteo placed a bit of oil on the ground near Leo and said, “It’s pretty slippery and very flammable.”

Leo dipped his finger into the oil and ran on while testing its viscosity. He held out his dirty fingers to Matteo and raised an eyebrow. Matteo didn’t know why he was upset. He was the one that dipped his finger in there.

Then Matteo realized he was expecting him to dispel the oil spell. He could do that, but rarely did. It took more than a little concentration to make the oil evaporate off Leo’s fingers. Matteo made a mental note to practice dispelling his spells more.

Those were the only runes he had memorized. For the next ones, he had to refer to his list scratched into the metal cover of his forearm. He fired off an illuminate at a nearby tree. The standard strength rune made the tree glow brightly, even in the middle of the day.

He said, “Next is an ears rune. I will give you a toned-down version, since full strength is debilitating.”

When Leo nodded, Matteo fired off the spell. The squad leader’s hearing was greatly enhanced, and he swayed a bit. He quickly straightened out and turned his head to listen to the world around him. He quietly said, “Please remove this blasted thing.”

Matteo focused and tried dispelling the rune. He was successful shortly before it would have expired normally. Leo rubbed his ears and said, “Can’t see how that would be useful.”

Matteo disagreed, but moved on. The wind rune stripped the leaves off a nearby maple tree. Leo wasn’t impressed with that one either. Matteo traced out a force trap rune next. He placed it to the side of their path. A blue rectangle appeared and faded from sight. “That’s a force trap. It is still there. If you touch it, it will push back.”

Leo gave the invisible trap a backhand. The force trap put its full strength into pushing that hand back and made him spin around in a couple of circles. When he regained his balance, Leo gave him a stink eye. Matteo smiled and shrugged. He did warn him exactly what it would do.

“These next ones are kind of hard to show off on the run. Let’s stop for a second,” Matteo said.

Once everyone was stopped, Matteo cast a magnify rune, pointing at the ground. Once Leo understood what it did, Matteo emptied his pockets onto the ground. He used the arrange rune to organize it into piles. He knocked over the stack of coins and used rebalance to stack it back up.

“Last but not least is reinforce. It makes things tougher by absorbing impacts. I think it also works against spells, but I haven’t tested it yet. Is it alright if I cast it on you?” Matteo said.

Leo nodded and Matteo threw the reinforce run on him with a smile. He could have cast it on himself, but he wanted Leo to get hit, not himself. It didn’t take long for Matteo to deeply regret his decision.


Book 2 Chapter 7: Repetition

As soon as the reinforce rune spell faded from sight, Leo tapped his own chest. Nothing happened. He turned to Adrian and said, “Give me a tap, would you?”

Adrian nodded and swung his staff over to tap Leo on his chest plate. A flash of blue spread up from Leo’s chest and stopped the staff from hitting him. As soon as he stopped, the blue disappeared.

“Ok, twice as hard,” Leo said.

Again, the staff was stopped an inch from his body. Leo motioned for him to hit again.

Matteo saw where this was going and said, “Actually, that’s not how it works. It will stop a certain-”

While he was talking, Adrian hit him four times as hard and eight times as hard. It shattered on the fourth hit and didn’t stop any of the impact. Leo was sent flying and fell into a nearby bush. When he stood back up, he seemed unharmed, but he had to pick leaves out of his beard. He turned and gave Matteo a glare.

“What I was trying to say is that it will stop a set amount of damage. It will break after a single strong hit, or a thousand weak ones. The reinforce rune could have protected you from that last hit if you hadn’t tested it out before that,” Matteo said.

“That’s a dumb name. It doesn’t reinforce things. You should call it armor instead,” Julia interjected.

Matteo opened his mouth to argue that she couldn’t just make up a new name for an official rune. Then he realized that Director Chrisos probably did just that. He learned what the runes did through experimentation. He had used it to reinforce things, but the way Matteo used it was more like armor.

“That’s actually a good point. I think I will call it the armor rune from here on out,” Matteo said with a nod.

“Alright, what’s next in your bag of tricks?” Leo said as they got running again.

Matteo said, “That’s all the runes I know the effect for. I can make them stronger or weaker, and adjust their trajectory slightly. I think you have seen all my best rune words.”

Leo nodded to himself and then looked up and said, “Alright. In my professional opinion you are spreading yourself too thin. You are reaching for the stars before you know how to jump. Before you focus on great and enormous rune words, you need to get better at using the runes you have. That starts with memorizing all the runes you have access to. You won’t have the time to fumble open your metal arm and look up a new rune during a fight.”

Matteo begged to differ, having done exactly that a few times. The point was a good one, so he said, “Yeah sure. Memorizing runes is a great place to start.”

“Probably best to focus on one at a time. The reinforce slash armor rune seems good, start with that. Cast it a few hundred times before you move on to a new rune,” Leo said.

“Oh, yeah. The whole practice makes perfect thing,” Matteo said. He wasn’t looking forward to that much practice, but he couldn’t disagree that it would be useful.

“No, that’s not the whole saying. Perfect practice makes perfect. Get the rune completely optimized before you start repeating. Figure out where you can cut corners when you trace out the rune. Get the time down before you practice that perfected version of the rune,” Leo said.

Seeing the expression on Matteo’s face, Leo continued, “Don’t get discouraged with a little work. I know it’s not fun, but it’s important. You need to have a solid base before you start combining things in interesting ways.”

“I didn’t say anything,” Matteo groused. He was thinking about complaining very loudly, but he didn’t actually say it.

He popped open his cover again and studied the newly dubbed armor rune. His experimentation with other runes had shown that his artifact was very picky. He couldn’t remove lines or turn corners into curves and still have it work. That didn’t mean he couldn’t optimize the rune a little.

He started with simplifying the rune a lot and tried tracing it out. It didn’t create a spell. Undeterred, he added a little detail and tried again. Not enough. He tried again and again. Eventually, he ended up with something that was only slightly different from the original. Still, it took about a half second off the tracing time.

Now that he had the ideal rune form, he started practicing. He went ahead and made a full strength rune. It added back that half second he had just lost. Still, the stronger version of the armor rune was the best one to memorize. In almost every case, he was going to want the most protection the rune could give him. He checked his stat screen to see how much mana he had used.
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Each cast took four points of mana. With his mana pool of fifty, that meant he could cast it twelve times before he didn’t have enough mana to continue. He cast it on himself and then the rest of the squad. Then a nearby rock got some armor, then a tree, and a bush. He practiced his aim by trying to cast it on a mundane bug. He missed the first two times, but the third time hit. He tried to hit a bird after that, but the little startling thought he was trying to attack it and dodged out of the way. Twice.

Then he was out of mana. He had to wait an hour before he was full again. This must be a low mana zone. When his mana was full, he traced out a rune and waited for his mana to refill completely before he tried again. And again. And again. He was bored out of his mind. He tried to strike up a conversation a few times, but Julia asked him to keep the chatter to a minimum. She sensed some low-level danger about, and was using her artifact more than normal. With her artifact active, she would hear the same conversation over and over again.

Matteo regretted ever using the armor rune on Leo. If he had just skipped it, he wouldn’t be quite so bored. At least the other runes in his repertoire did something. The armor rune only reacted to impacts. It was so boring to practice.

A wash of relief fell over him when the sun drew near to the horizon. He could finally stop practicing. Leo called for a stop when he saw a thicket of thorns. Each thorn was at least a foot long and wickedly sharp. The entire thicket was fifty feet around and twelve feet high.

“Adrian and Matteo, both of you have the ability to cut things. Right? Who wants to make an entrance for us?” Leo said.

“Me!” Matteo said before Adrian said anything. He was so sick of tracing out the same rune over and over again.

Adrian shrugged and Matteo started tracing out a cutting waterjet. He walked over the thicket and started slowly cutting the thick branches. He hadn’t been expecting the splash back and had to step back a bit. After cutting through two branches, he had to reload. After he traced out the spell again, he started cutting. It took four spells to cut an entrance to the thicket. Matteo carefully grabbed a branch and pulled back the door he had created.

He must have been more tired than he realized. For some reason, he had forgotten that thickets aren’t empty on the inside. There were still dozens of branches in the way that would need to be cut. He stood up and said, “Ok, I give up. Adrian, can you take care of the rest?”

Adrian swept his staff in a circle. The dust in the bag on the end puffed out and formed lines around various branches. The lines turned into saws and spun to cut the branches. After a few moments, the branches fell to the ground, leaving a section in the middle of the thicket free. It was large enough for everyone to comfortably stay the night. Adrian continued to cut up the branches, forming a firewood pile.

“Thanks, Adrian. Glad to have you on the team,” Matteo said.

Adrian smiled and headed into the thicket. The squad started clearing the ground and setting up their bedrolls. Matteo was the last one in and got the worst section of ground to work with. Stumps and roots were in the way. He heard Julia snickering at him. Matteo shrugged and pulled out his dimensional bag.

After checking his list, he touched the fourteenth glowing rune on the bag. He pulled out a heavy canvas bag and opened it up. The metal poles and fabric inside were just what he needed today. He quickly set up his portable hammock and lay down in it. He smiled over at Julia. There was no way she could carry around something this heavy.

“You don’t happen to have another one of those in there, do you?” Chiara said.

“Nope, sorry. Just the one,” Matteo said. He hadn’t thought about how this would look when he was packing up this bag. He hadn’t intended on getting any of this kind of stuff out until he was on his own.

Adrian started making dinner. As the camp chef, he was supposedly good at it. Leo took the opposite side of the clearing and started carving.

Matteo rubbed his metal arm. “I don’t think prosthetic wrists can get sore, but I swear I am feeling something. Today was rough.”

“Oh, poor me. I have to learn to write! It’s something every child does when they are six, but somehow it’s an imposition for me,” Chiara mocked with a smile.

“Don’t act like you already know how to write runes. This is tough stuff,” Matteo said and stuck his nose in the air with exaggerated aplomb. “Besides, you have been wrangling your kid all day, and you can’t even get him to stand still. Even two-year-olds can stand still, Chiara.”

“Oh come off it,” Chiara said and pushed him.

The hammock swung back, and he hit a branch behind him. “Whoa, careful there. You almost impaled me on a thorn.”

Matteo was clearly facetious. Adrian had cut off all the thorns inside the clearing. Still, Chiara seriously said, “Sorry.”

Matteo waved his hand and said, “Nah, I was just joking.” He smiled and said, “Do you remember when we hid in that thicket during our first trip out?” It felt like last year, but it was really only a couple of months ago.

“Yeah, why?” Chiara said.

“So, Riccardo had first watch that night, and I had second,” Matteo said with a grin. “But he woke me up an hour early. He said he needed help getting bandaged up. One of the thorns had punctured him.”

Chiara shrugged, not getting the point of the story yet.

“I asked him where he was hit, and he didn’t want to answer me. I’m like, you woke me up for this, what's going on? Then he turns around and shows me. It was his butt. He had sat on a thorn and it went halfway into his butt. It was sooo hard not to laugh and wake everyone up. I don’t know if you noticed, but he walked stiff that whole day,” Matteo said with a chuckle.

Chiara laughed, her eyes bright. She slapped her knee. “I did notice! I kept quietly asking him what was wrong. I thought he needed to poop and didn’t want to stop everyone for a bathroom break.”

Both Matteo and Chiara laughed at that. She continued. “He is so bad at hiding things. Did you know he thought he was being sneaky on the bear? He thought no one knew about our relationship.”

“What? When you two were the only ones that stayed behind? It was so obvious,” Matteo said.

“I know!” Chiara said with her hands wide. “The second time we stayed back, I said we should stop hiding. He said, nah, no one suspects. I couldn’t convince him that everyone knew.”

She chuckled along with Matteo. The smile slowly slipped off her face, and she said, “I miss him so much.”

Matteo hopped off the hammock and gave her a hug. “Me too. Me too.”

The clearing was quiet for a bit. The only sounds were Adrian cooking and Leo carving. The sun was setting, and it was getting dark. The light of the campfire was starting to cast shadows around them.

Without looking up from his carving, Leo said, “That story reminds me of my son before he died. My firstborn was a lot of things; smart, brave, strong. He wasn’t sneaky, though.” He chuckled to himself before continuing. “He wanted to be a Ranger, so bad. When he was fourteen, he snuck into my closet and got out one of my swords. He practiced with it for weeks. He got it back into my closet before I returned home. No one saw him do it, so he thought he was in the clear. It never occurred to him that I would notice all the small chips on the blade.”

Everyone laughed quietly at the story.

“I never told him I knew. I just pretended to be surprised at how quick he picked up the sword when I taught him the next year. I miss him too, just like your Riccardo. Telling stories about him keeps him alive,” Leo said. He hadn’t looked up the entire time he told the story.

“How did he…” Julia started before reconsidering. Instead she said, “I mean how about I tell a story about a dearly departed, too. My grandpa. He was the best. When I knew him, he was the patriarch of a large family. Stoic and proud. You know the type, you wanted to stand up taller when he walked in the room.”

She imitated seeing him and sitting up straighter. She continued, “But he wasn’t always that way. My grandma ratted him out. She’s still alive, by the way. I think she will outlive us all. Anyway, grandpa said something that made one of the grandkids cry and she told us this story of when grandpa was courting her. Grandpa was acting all kaiju, slow and noble and shit. Grandma was pretending to ignore him, and grandpa kept staring at her. That’s how he very slowly walked right into a light pole and fell down.”

Everyone laughed and Julia continued, “Grandma ran over to help him back up. She said the flustered look on his face was so cute that she agreed to go on a date with him. The rest is history.”

Chiara sighed and everyone smiled. Julia sat back and turned to Adrian. She said, “How about you, chef? Do you have any stories about your dearly departed you want to share?”

Matteo sat up straighter. The last member of their squad hardly talked at all. He would love to hear more from him.


Book 2 Chapter 8: Dinner and a Disaster

Everyone looked at Adrian expectantly to see if he was going to join the conversation about loved ones lost.

“Dinner is ready,” Adrian said.

Matteo slumped. That was too bad. He wasn’t going to say anything, though. It was hard to talk about those you have lost, even the ones you lost a while ago. Their tallest squad member might never feel comfortable talking to them about it.

The food provided an easy distraction. It was a beef stew with plenty of carrots, tomatoes, and mushrooms. It was delicious. Adrian had a deft hand with the spices. Plenty of garlic, oregano, thyme, paprika, all the usual ones. Plus, there was something else in there. Matteo guessed that it was nutmeg, but he wasn’t sure. He was more of a hobby chef and a professional eater.

“My mom died when I was thirteen. It was the wasting sickness. Dad knew that the healing potions wouldn’t cure her, only prolong the inevitable. He kept buying them anyway. Most of my memories of my mom were from that time. It was hard to see her fade away like that,” Adrian said calmly. “But I do have a few good memories of her. I used to help her in the kitchen. Just her and me. My older brothers didn’t like it, and we always made dinner before dad got home. The kitchen became a place of peace and warmth to me.”

Adrian paused to take a bite and then continued. “So when mom said I couldn’t help her in the kitchen one night, I threw a fit. Eventually, she let me into the kitchen, as long as I stayed away from the oven. ‘Course after she said that, I had to see what was in the oven. I distracted her and took a peek. My mom was baking cakes shaped like boobs and cocks. I yelled that out, and the whole family had to come and see it for themselves. Mom was beet red. So embarrassed and everyone kept making jokes about it.”

Adrian smiled and said, “She got me back, though. For my twelfth birthday, I had all my friends over. She made the cake without me noticing and brought it out during the party.”

Leo looked up and started chuckling.

Adrian nodded and said, “Yep boobs. Pink cakes, cherries on top, the whole bit. And she pretended not to know why my friends were freaking out. Her evil little grin after the party was priceless.”

Everyone laughed along with him, and the atmosphere was a little warmer in their clearing. Matteo was a little surprised. That was the most he had heard Adrian speak at once. It was impressive how he had opened up that much.

Matteo said, “Thanks for sharing, man.”

Leo nodded along, too. Then he said, “Well, let’s set up watch. Chiara, you will have first watch, Matteo second, and Julia last. We will do a rotating watch from here on out so everyone has a chance to sleep a full night.” He made a loop with his pointer finger and said, “I think it’s best to do the watch outside the thicket. Just don’t fall asleep out there and get eaten. If you are too tired, sit on a thorn.”

Matteo chuckled at the callback and got ready for bed. He had planned on testing out rune word combinations tonight, but he was too tired. A full day of running and a comfortable hammock combined to put him out like a candle.

He expected to be tired the next morning, after having stood watch for the graveyard shift. Thankfully, his constitution helped him bounce back and be combat ready in the morning. He hadn’t ever intended to lean towards a constitution heavy build. However, he was starting to see more and more advantages to having a tougher body.

They were up and running after a cold breakfast. The hardtack made Matteo long for Adrian’s cooking again. He didn’t actually finish eating the tough rations until an hour after they started running for the day.

As they ran, Matteo and Chiara continued their practice. Matteo continued to place the armor rune on his squad, one at a time. He balanced the spell times with his mana regeneration. At any given point, everyone had at least ten more minutes of the invisible armor on them.

Chiara was starting to get frustrated with her practice. She mentioned that she thought of her terror wasps as kids, easily distracted and excitable. The summons differed from children in a crucial way though, they didn’t learn. Each time they exploded, the terror wasps would reset to their baseline. The only way for them to improve was for Chiara to improve her control of them. Which was proving difficult.

“No, no! That’s just the wind in a bush, don’t … ug,” Chiara said as a wasp exploded on a particularly wiggly bush.

Seeing her expression, Leo said, “Do you know how long it took for me to control my carvings?”

“I don’t know, a year or something? Are you going to tell me to be patient?” Chiara said in a defeated voice.

“Nope, it took me a week. I could control the buggers almost right away. I thought I was invincible right after that, crystallium plated,” Leo said.

Chiara gave him a strange look and Leo continued, “The problem was that I didn’t improve for two years after that. I thought I knew all there was about my carvings and no one could convince me otherwise. It wasn’t until I got a gut wound and almost died that I thought I might have to improve.

“It was tough to make any improvements. I spent years ingraining bad habits and mental pathways. It was very hard to get out of that rut. I spent the next several years making incremental improvements. Even today, I make a point of trying to improve something new every month.

“You will have a hard time making improvements to your control. Probably for the rest of your life. But the one advantage you have is that you don’t-”

His speech was interrupted by Julia yelling, “Adrian! Jump left!”

Adrian turned and said, “Huh?”

She didn’t have time to explain before an attack came. The ground beneath Adrian collapsed and enormous jaws snapped shut. The circular rows of teeth were big enough to swallow his entire lower half, but he twisted out of the way enough to keep one foot out of the monster’s maw. The other foot was trapped in the monster’s mouth, light blue light glowing where the armor spell fought against the teeth.

The monster was a burrowing pinworm, and it pulled Adrian down under the ground. He threw his staff crossways across the hole in the ground and flopped over it to keep himself up. Streams of dust started pouring into the monster’s mouth.

Julia slid across the dirt to stab into the monster, just below its jaws. She pulled up with her daggers, trying to help keep the monster above ground. Chiara had summoned a half dozen wasps, but held them back. There wasn’t a clear path to the monster.

Matteo didn’t have a spell handy that would help in this situation, so he slid over to join Julia. He stabbed his pen into the side of the monster and pulled up to keep it above ground. As he did, the monster roared and burst through the armor spell.

Adrian yelled in pain as the rows of circular teeth stabbed into his leg. Matteo winced and tried to think of a better way to help. He looked up as a shadow passed above him. It was one of Leo’s carvings. This one looked like a mole man, with blades on the end of huge paws. Matteo leaned back as the carving reached into the monster’s mouth and pried it apart.

Leo was there to pull Adrian out of the monster’s mouth, rolling him to safety. A spray of blood hit Matteo in the face, and he flinched back. The pinworm increased its wiggling and slipped out of the carving’s grip.

It slipped down below, disappearing into the ground. It swam through the dirt like it was water. Julia leapt up and grabbed Chiara. She pulled her out of the way just in time for the pinworm to leap out of the ground and miss her. Half of its body was out of the ground now and the six wasps dive-bombed the monster that had almost eaten their queen.

Four of them exploded on the monster’s tough skin before it slipped under the ground again. Matteo jumped up and looked around, checking for trembling ground. The clearing was quiet, except for Adrian’s soft sobs of pain.

“Chiara, get ten of them ready and take two steps forward,” Julia said softly.

Chiara summoned ten terror wasps and looked at her squad mate. She paused for a moment. It seemed like she was having trouble with being the bait. After a bit, she must have decided to trust Julia’s artifact and took to heavy steps forward.

The pinworm burst out of the ground directly behind Chiara and slid across a half buried boulder nearby. It wiggled and squirmed, trying to hop off the boulder. Apparently, its magic only worked on dirt. All ten of the terror wasps descended on the flailing pinworm, exploding in a violent rampage.

When the dust cleared, the pinworm lay in two bloody pieces. Matteo looked around, straining his sight to see if there were any other magic signatures underground. He didn’t see anything.

“That’s all of them,” Julia said and patted Chiara on the shoulder. “Good job.”

Chiara nodded back and said, “Thanks for the save.”

Julia turned to Adrian and winced. She hadn’t warned him in time. Adrian lay on the ground with Leo tending to his shredded leg. He had just finished tying a tourniquet on his thigh and was using a branch to tighten it. The leg below the tourniquet had several deep wounds along the right side. Matteo felt bile rising when he saw bits of bone sticking out.

Julia walked over to look at the leg and swore. She said, “You got a healing potion, but it won’t take care of the break. Isn’t that the kaiju’s turd?”

Matteo ran his fingers over his metal arm, trying to think of a spell that would help. The armor spell wouldn’t be a good splint, and nothing else came close to helping.

“I think we need to amputate it,” Leo said.

Adrian groaned and turned his head back and forth. “No, I can’t lose the leg.”

“It’s the only way. If I give you a healing potion now, you will never walk again. We gotta cut it off and I will give you a fake leg. You are actually lucky you have me as a squad leader. I can make you an articulated prosthetic leg.”

Through a choked sob, Adrian said, “No, save the leg.”

“Don’t worry. This isn’t forever. You can get a miracle pill to replace the leg. It may take a few years to save up enough, but trust me, you can do it,” Leo said calmly.

The mention of a miracle pill hit Matteo hard. When he lost his arm forever ago, he had hopes that he would be able to save up to buy a miracle pill and grow it back. Just a few lucky breaks and he would have enough money. It took him months before reality set in. Luck and Ma’at weren’t going to intervene. He was just too poor.

That first year with a prosthetic arm was the worst. He cried himself to sleep more than once. The grief back then was almost as bad as the one he was feeling now at Riccardo’s passing. The pain and anguish of that year were only made worse by people telling him to get over it. Matteo couldn’t let that happen to someone else.

“No, wait,” Matteo said. “Isn’t there anything else we can do? Can’t we splint him for now and see a real healer at a mining village? There are a few of them on our route, right?”

Leo shook his head. “No, he has lost too much blood. We need to give him a healing potion. That potion will stop any future healing from fixing his leg. Only a miracle pill will fix it after that. I know it sucks, but this is the job. They pay us well because of stuff like this.”

Matteo stood there, opening and closing his flesh and metal hands. There had to be something he could do, some way to spare Adrian this fate.


Book 2 Chapter 9: Favorable Outcomes

Leo got out a hacksaw and a bottle of alcohol to sterilize it. Adrian cried softly and tried to resign himself to the fact he would be losing a leg.

"Wait, what if I use my arrange rune to put the bone shards in place before we used the healing potion?" Matteo said and popped open his forearm storage to refresh himself on the rune.

Leo shook his head sadly. "Sorry, that won't work. Low-level healing potions like this don't mend bones at all. Even if you set the bones first, the potion won't heal it."

Matteo's heart fell. There wasn’t anything he could do. He was just as helpless today as he was when he lost his arm. His mind was racing, trying to come up with anything to save Adrian, but nothing was coming to mind. He looked down to avoid watching the amputation.

Julia turned to him and said, “Oh yeah, good idea. I think you should try it.”

Everyone looked at Julia in confusion. Matteo hadn’t said anything. Then he saw the eyes of her mechanical owl open. She must be reading the future. She was responding to something he was about to say. He looked at his forearm storage to see what rune she could be talking about.

It wasn’t a rune. They were still useless in this situation. However, he did have something in that storage that might help. A few months ago he had gotten an artifact he hadn’t ever gotten around to selling, the Glass Cutter of Mending. Was Julia suggesting that he should use it to repair Adrian’s bones?

Or was Julia saying that Matteo was about to suggest it and she was answering before he said it? It was all a bit confusing. He shrugged and pulled out the artifact. He knelt next to Adrian and put his hands on the strap of his mechanical arm.

He would need to take it off in order to use the new artifact. The magic systems of the world only wanted you to bond with one artifact. Luckily for him, the world considered his arm as the one with the bond to the Rune Scribe Pen.

He hesitated before he took the arm off. He would be losing all of his extra constitution, dexterity, and senses. He didn’t want to go through that if he didn’t have to. He turned to Julia and said, “Will this work?”

She opened her mouth and hesitated for a bit. “Uh, yes. Eighty percent chance. Go ahead.”

Matteo unstrapped his arm and let it fall to the ground. He was suddenly overcome with weakness. It felt like a wave of sickness washed over him. He was kneeling down near Adrian, otherwise he would have fallen over.

He picked up the Glass Cutter of Mending, and a second wave of weakness washed over him. He heard a voice saying something about bonding with this new artifact, and he mumbled no. Suddenly, he turned and vomited. The entirety of his hardtack breakfast was emptied onto the forest floor. He wiped his mouth off and turned back to Adrian.

Sobs came through clenched teeth as Adrian tried to remain still. Leo had a small bottle of alcohol and held it out to Matteo. Good idea. Sterilize the artifact before he stuck it into the man’s body. He held out his hand and waited.

Leo needed a moment before he realized that Matteo couldn’t take it from him. He opened the bottle himself and poured it over Matteo’s hand and the scalpel-like artifact. Once it was clean, Matteo started working on the bone.

It had been shattered into a half dozen pieces. Matteo didn’t know how Adrian was so composed. This was brutal. Matteo pressed the glass cutter onto two of the closest bones and willed it to work.

Each artifact worked differently, and it took Matteo a bit to figure out how this magic behaved. Unlike the green magic of his pen, this glass cutter was red magic. It had a completely different feel. Eventually, he figured it out and fused those two pieces of bone together. The artifact seemed to know how the bones should be and moved them into place as he worked. Some of the surrounding muscles repaired themselves as well.

Within a few minutes, the bones were fully fused, and much of the leg was repaired. When Matteo sat back, Leo pulled out a healing potion and poured half of it on the leg. The rest he poured down Adrian’s throat.

Once he saw that he wasn’t needed anymore, Matteo dropped the artifact and pulled on his mechanical arm again. The thrum of the embedded crystallium was music to his ears. He almost flopped down in relief before he remembered the vomit behind him. He moved to the side and sat down while they waited for Adrian to recover. Matteo started to slowly regain his stats, feeling stronger and fitter by the minute.

A wave of relief washed over Matteo when it was clear he had been entirely successful. He had saved Adrian from the pain of losing a limb. The tall dust mover wouldn’t have to go through what he had to. It had all been worth it.

Leo got up and said, “So, uh… what was that all about? Is there a reason you had to take off your arm to use the enchanted knife?”

Matteo twirled the glass cutter and said, “This isn't enchanted. It's an artifact. I had to take off my arm in order to use it. The rune scribe pen thinks that my arm is an artificial life form, so it bonded to the arm, not me. When I am wearing it, I get all the benefits, but when I take it off, I can use artifacts like any mundane.”

“Huh. That’s a bit weird,” Leo said, and scratched his beard.

“Yeah, uncomfortable too,” Matteo said. “If possible, I want to avoid ever doing that again.”

Adrian sat up and said, “Well, I am really glad you did it for me.” He stood up and wobbled a bit.

“Whoa there,” Leo said and grabbed his arm to steady him. “You lost a lot of blood. You are going to be weak for a while. I will have Elderwood here carry you for a bit.”

The mole man carving walked over and scooped up Adrian as he protested. “Hey, wait. I can walk, just give me a minute.”

“Nah, no point in wasting my carving. Elderwood took me two hours to carve. I am going to get at least a half hour’s work out of him before he falls apart. Here, take a drink and we will get going,” Leo said.

Adrian grumbled, but didn’t try and get out of the carving’s huge arms. He drank some water, and they were off and running again.

This time, Matteo was the one to set the pace. He was still recovering his full stats, and ran slower than anyone else now. A half hour later, the carving fell apart and Leo scooped up Adrian to carry him as well.

This time he protested more, but the squad leader ignored him. Matteo was fully recovered by then and was thinking about how he could have done that fight better. He needed a rune that would be effective in close quarters. He just didn’t know what it would be.

By the time they stopped for the night, Adrian was fully healed. Matteo was right where he started, though, no closer to a solution. He had decided that none of his current runes would be useful, so he would have to try to create something new with a rune word.

So far, the magical effects of rune words were enormous, just like their mana cost. That didn’t lend itself to melee fighting. Despite that, Matteo was hopeful he could stumble upon something useful. After all, one of the rune words he had stumbled upon created singing crystals. There had to be something useful within the untested possibilities.

He started tracing out rune words, only pausing for dinner. There weren’t any successes yet, but that didn’t discourage him. There were literally thousands of possibilities to try.

“Hey,” Adrian said and sat down next to him.

Matteo looked up from his work and said, “Hey. You feeling better?”

“Yes. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I wanted to say thank you from the bottom of my shoes. I also want to acknowledge that I owe you deeply,” Adrian said seriously.

“Nah, don’t worry about it. We are on the same squad. It’s just what we do. I am sure you will save my life a half dozen times before we get to Carcassonne,” Matteo said.

“Maybe. That doesn’t mean I don’t owe you. You know exactly what it’s like to lose a limb. Buying a miracle pill isn’t as easy as Leo was pretending,” Adrian said. “I owe you a kaiju sized debt.”

Matteo shrugged. “If you say so. I wouldn’t mind if you gave me the tastiest slices of meat for a few days and we can call it even.”

“No, arrg,” Adrian said and chopped down. “You just don’t get it. Fine. I will take care of this myself.” He stood up and stomped off to the other side of the slot canyon.

Matteo looked at Adrian in confusion. Why was he so mad about this? Matteo looked towards the other squad members, but only got shrugs in return.

Maybe he just didn’t like the unbalance. It wasn’t maat. Whatever. Adrian’s frustration would probably pass when he saved Matteo’s life during the next attack. Until then, he would just have to deal with a slightly more frustrated squad member.

The next few days were fairly quiet. Matteo worked on memorizing his runes during the day, and discovering rune words at night. He had memorized armor, illumination, and was starting to work on force trap. It was actually one of the harder runes to memorize, about double the complexity of the other ones.

Chiara kept up her work with her terror wasps. She hadn’t been successful yet, but she told the squad she was seeing progress. Adrian was trying to do something new with his dust, but it wasn’t working yet. He refused to tell anyone what he was working on. His frustration was a clear indicator he hadn’t been successful yet.

Leo carved as they ran, and Julia kept watch. She made jokes about being the only one doing their jobs instead of working on a hobby. She also let them know she didn’t mind. As long as they didn’t talk too much as they ran, she was happy to do the work. Her pet peeve was listening to the same conversations twice, once through her artifact and once in real life.

As they ran, the types of monsters they encountered changed. They stopped seeing corruption caterpillars and pinworms and started running into the territory of wargs and kobolds. Individually, these newer monsters were easier to kill, but they always arrived in packs. It was frustrating for Matteo. He hated the distraction.

He did get plenty of practice using his force trap rune, though. The pack monsters very often tried to sneak up on the squad from behind, so Matteo made it a habit to always have a force trap behind him. He thought it was hilarious to hear a startled yelp of a warg as it was knocked back and into the air.

That night, Matteo had another rune word success. Fan-waterjet-wind did something. He didn’t know what, since there was no way he was going to test it out in the cave. Probably something like a water-tornado. He was excited to try it out the next day, but Leo was distracting. Their squad leader kept checking his map and adjusting their course a bit. Over and over again over the course of the morning.

“What’s the deal, boss? You got us lost?” Julia joked. She deactivated her artifact so they could have a conversation.

“It’s this damn map. The envoy burnt our last one. Someone drew this one from memory and I think they got it wrong. We aren’t where we are supposed to be,” Leo said and pointed to a spot on the map.

“Oh damn. We really are lost,” Julia said, suddenly serious.

“No, we aren’t lost. I know kind of where we are at. If we had left this section already, we would be seeing grasslands. Look. We aren’t lost. We just might miss the mining town I was heading for. It sucks that we won’t get a break, but I won’t miss Carcassonne. Trust me,” Leo said.

“Trust you? How can we trust you when you just admitted you don’t know where we are?” Julia said, her voice rising.

Matteo interjected, before they could really get going. “Can I look at the map? I’m pretty good at them.”

Leo rolled his eyes and handed it over.

Chiara said, “Hey, he’s telling the truth. He is really good at maps. On our graduation patrol, he memorized a map and got us home.”

Matteo nodded along without looking up. It didn’t take him long to orient himself. The southeastern section of this map was the same one she had just mentioned he’d memorized. He saw the shattered valley there. A little northwest of that was the site of their battle. This mountain range is where the crab kaiju ran. That meant that this path here is where they started their journey.

He followed their path with his finger, trying to remember where the swarm had led them and where they went after that. He looked up again and then back to the map.

He placed his finger on it and said, “We are right here. We didn’t get lost, we are just making better time than you thought. I bet we will be at the mining village marked here by the end of the day.”

“If you are right, that means we would have to go mostly west from here. If you are wrong, that means we lose a day of travel. I don’t want to get lost even more. Are you sure you know what you are doing?” Leo said and wiped sweat off his bald head.

Matteo looked back at the map. Was he sure? He had a lot less experience with navigating the wilds than his squad leader. And he had mentioned that the map might not be accurate. A lot was riding on whether or not Matteo was right about this.

The rest of the squad crowded around the map as Matteo traced his finger across the map again. He said, “Yeah, I’m pretty sure I know where we are. We started over here, this is where the swarm hit us, this is where we were yesterday, and this is where we are today. We head some more northwest, and boom, there is the town. Apparently it’s called Cripple Creek. That’s a shitty name.”

Leo seemed unsure so Adrian said, “We were planning on going north from here anyway, right? Why not see if the kid is right and head northwest instead? If we find the town, great. If not, we will eventually come up against a boundary and we will know where we are then.

“Yeah, fine, whatever. Matteo, you are now the squad’s navigator. Keep us on track, please,” Leo said.

Matteo was a bit nervous, but he didn’t want to let it show. Not after he had just been so confident. He pointed to a series of progressively taller trees. “Let’s go.”

The squad followed after him, eventually changing positions. Leo took the lead with Julia. Matteo was far from their best front line combatant. When a dozen kobolds ambushed them a few miles later, he was particularly glad he hadn’t been up front. A force trap and fireball were his contributions to the fight, taking out most of the little buggers.

Shortly after that, they entered a redwood forest. The trees towered literally hundreds of feet above them. Matteo was fairly sure that they could only grow that tall because of magic, but his senses didn’t detect any magics. Maybe he would upgrade his senses next time he had the chance.

The forest was quiet, much quieter than the one they had just left. There was little in the way of underbrush and there weren’t any small critters about. Not even any tiny bugs. The forest was silent apart from their footsteps.

“This is seriously ominous,” Julia said, stumbling slightly on the word ominous.

Chiara giggled. When Julia stared her down, Chiara put her hands up in mock surrender. “You are right. This forest is creepy.”

“Julia, any idea what’s out there?” Leo said.

“There is something out there, but I can’t see what. All I know is that it isn’t going to attack in the next few seconds,” Julia said.

Leo nodded, not replying so she didn’t have to listen to the same thing twice. They jogged through the forest like that for about a half hour, constantly on guard. It was almost a relief when Julia skidded to a stop and shouted.

“Cover your ears, fall back!” Julia said.


Book 2 Chapter 10: The Sound of Summer

The squad followed Julia’s instructions without question, turning and sprinting away. Chiara slapped her hands onto her ears and Matteo followed suit. He winced as his metal hand hit his ear. A handful of seconds after they turned and ran, the forest started buzzing. It was a high-pitched sound, but powerful enough that it thrummed through the forest. The epicenters were high up in the trees. Some sort of monster was making a sound so powerful its effects were visible. Dust was kicked up, like explosions had gone off.

The sound was painful in a way that Matteo didn’t know was possible. It passed through his ears and rattled his bones. It felt like his essence was scraping against a thousand little stones. Tears sprouted, and he stumbled slightly. Julia kept yelling something, but he couldn’t focus on her enough to know what she was saying.

She led the squad back to where they came from, and then to the left. She raced through the forest, turning seemingly at random. As they ran, Matteo saw what was making that noise. It was some sort of insect monster perched in the trees. There was a swarm of them, following the squad. They looked like a cross between a fly and a grasshopper. Their seven foot long wings carried them to a spot in the trees. Once they landed, they started up the buzzing sound.

Chiara sent her terror wasps up into the trees, more than a dozen at once. None of them made it to their destinations. As soon as the orange summons got close to the monsters, the sound they were creating was strong enough to detonate the wasps.

A similar result greeted Adrian when he sent his dust spiraling up. As soon as it got near, it was blasted away. The sound was a physical force, strong enough to disintegrate the spears of dust.

Despite seeing their failures, Matteo had to try himself. He took his right hand off his ear and started tracing out a fireball. He immediately regretted it. He had thought that his hand wasn’t blocking any sound. The sudden influx of nausea proved him wrong. He quickly traced out a fireball and sent it up into the trees, aiming for a pair of the buzzing insects.

Just like the dust, his fireball was blasted away. It got closer than the dust had, but still didn’t harm them. In fact, it only seemed to make them angrier. The buzzing grew louder. Matteo slapped his hand back over his ear and blinked away new tears.

Julia was still leading them through the forest, but seemed to be losing her confidence. She ran one way and then sprinted another before turning again. It seemed like she could see choices that ended in disaster, but none that would end up well.

Chiara stumbled and threw up. She tried to keep up with the squad, but fell. Matteo grabbed her with his metal arm and hoisted her up on his shoulder. It was much harder than he had been expecting. She was small and fairly light, particularly since he had upgraded his strength. But he had forgotten about the pack on her back. It was as heavy as she was, and the combined weight was almost too much for him.

It didn’t help that he was only covering one ear now. The nausea returned and threatened to do him in like it had Chiara. A combination of determination and his high constitution was the only thing keeping him standing. He knew he couldn't slow down long enough to take the pack off. The only reason the squad was still alive was that the monsters couldn’t concentrate their sound magic on them.

Out of desperation, Matteo pointed his pen up and behind himself as he ran. He threw up his stored spells, a trio of force traps. He hoped they would deflect some of the sound. They did nothing. His final spell was an untested rune word, fan-waterjet-wind. He didn’t know what it would do, but he activated it, anyway.

The spell shot up into the air, a circle of magic two hundred feet up. It spread out, creating a blue ceiling high above them. It started spinning, faster and faster, and then it burst into water droplets. Matteo waited for the next stage of the spell that never came.

The new rune word just made it rain. That was it.

The insect monsters weren’t touched by the rain either. The water was turned into a mist and pushed out in a perfect sphere around each monster. It made the monsters easier to see, but didn’t hinder them at all.

Matteo didn’t have the energy to swear. It took everything he had to keep going, following Leo directly in front of him. Some of the tears streaming down his face made it into his mouth. The coppery tang made him realize he wasn’t crying. He was bleeding from his eyes. He spit out the blood and focused on not throwing up. That would only slow him down.

Chiara still lay limp over his right shoulder. He was starting to worry about her more now. Had the monster’s sound magic already killed her, or had she simply passed out? There wasn’t a way to check right now.

Julia still ran at the head of their formation. He saw her yell something, but he couldn’t hear anything but the thrum of the monsters. She seemed to realize that and just turned and ran faster. She led them down the hill and to the edge of the trees. The forest ended at a canyon, with grasslands on the other side. This must be a landscape boundary.

A half dozen of the insects had flown ahead already, and were just settling on the grass on the other side of the canyon. Julia ducked to the side as one of them landed right in front of her, still within the forest. She didn’t try to attack it, she just jumped right off the edge of the cliff.

Adrian tried to follow her, but was knocked to his feet as the nearby monster started buzzing. Leo jumped forward and scooped him up, rolling off the cliff with him. Matteo was last in line, and had to jump after them, not knowing what was below.

It seemed like he was falling forever. The wind buffeted Chiara and tried to pull her away from him. He pulled her tight. After entirely too long, they hit the bottom. For an instant, Matteo thought he had hit rocks, but then water enveloped him. There was a river down here. He let out an involuntary breath and then clamped his lips together. He needed to get back to the surface.

His right leg wasn’t working right. He must have wrenched it or broken it when he hit the water. Still holding onto Chiara, he scooped water with his left hand, pulling her to the surface. They hadn’t gone too deep. He could still see the light of the surface.

Trying to swim with one hand and one leg was useless. At best, he could orient himself, nothing more. That didn’t matter, though. Both his and Chiara’s bag were buoyant, not having gotten waterlogged yet. Before he ran out of breath, he broke the surface. He gasped and pulled them to the shore.

Getting out of the water was almost impossible. The bags had lost their buoyancy, the sound of the monsters above was still reaching him, and Chiara was weakly struggling. It was good that she was still alive, but it was making rescuing her difficult. Eventually, he made it to shore and took off both of their packs.

Chiara was still out of it, mumbling something and pushing him away. Matteo didn’t let her go. He looked around for the rest of the squad. They were only a few feet away, still in the water. Julia motioned for him to get back into the water.

Matteo was tired of not knowing what was going on, but he was past the point of caring. He drug Chiara into the water and stood there with Julia. She ducked under water and motioned for him to do the same. He followed her and realized what she was doing.

The bone rattling sound was gone. Somehow, the magical effects of the monsters didn’t pass through the water above. He could still sort of hear the sounds they were making high above, but it had been stripped of its potency.

He breathed a sigh of relief. That meant that he had to go up for air again, but he needed to help Chiara down here, anyway. He covered her mouth and pinched her nose as he dunked her down under the water.

She recovered enough to fight against him and pulled up above the water to take a breath. Matteo slowly pulled her back down. She still seemed disorientated, but understood that under the water was pain free. Over the next minute or so, she fully recovered her faculties.

The squad stayed under the water like that for ten minutes, only coming up for breaths. The monsters high above were persistent, but evidently didn’t know where they were. None of them came down to the bottom of the canyon.

When the coast was clear, everyone climbed up to the shore on the grasslands side. They started wringing the water out of clothes and bedrolls. Everything was waterlogged.

“What were those things?” Matteo said.

His voice was strange and warbled. He must still be deafened. He rolled his eyes and pulled out his enchanted bag. He quickly pulled out the medical supplies. It was on slot one, highest priority.

Everything inside the bag was still clean: bandages, alcohol wipes, and a large apple. Matteo hadn’t been able to buy a healing potion, but the apple grown atop their home kaiju was the next best thing. He took a big bite and sighed as the healing magic slowly flowed through him. His leg quickly started feeling better. It must not have been broken, just sprained.

Once he could hear again, he tapped Chiara on the shoulder and made sure she took a bite. Once everyone had taken a bite and had their hearing restored, they were able to have a conversation.

“What were those things?”

“Cicadas. Nasty little buggers, they use their sound magic to liquify people in their skin and slurp out their insides. And you led us right into a forest full of them,” Leo said.

Matteo put his hands up, then reconsidered and placed them on his hips. “Is that somehow supposed to be my fault? Was there a spot on the map marked cicadas that I missed? Or are you saying someone that has literally never been on a regular Ranger patrol should have known better?”

Leo growled. “Calm down, squirt. This isn’t about your ego. Just thank Julia for saving our lives.”

Matteo clenched his fingers, stopping himself from making a fist. The squad leader was clearly trying to blame him, but pretended not to when confronted. Passive aggressive jerk. Not that it would do any good to call him out on it.

Instead, Matteo shook his head and said, “Thanks, Julia, for saving our lives.”

“Thank you for the fruit. I know those things aren't cheap,” Julia said.

Adrian nodded along. Chiara came up to him and hugged him. “Thanks for saving my life, Matteo. You too, Julia.”

Everyone went back to trying to salvage their packs. Much of the food was spoiled, only some of it could be saved. This wasn’t the best place to dry off, so they just worked on getting most of the water out so their packs wouldn’t be so heavy.

“Anyone have a magic way up the cliff?” Leo said as he pulled out a waterlogged rope. He started tying loops in the rope at regular intervals.

Matteo thought about it, but there wasn’t anything particularly helpful in his repertoire. When everyone else said the same thing, Leo grumbled and pulled out a carved badger. Once it was full sized, he tied a rope around it and sent it up the cliff. The wooden carving had strong enough claws to dig deep into the stones and climb the hundreds of feet straight up.

The rest of the squad quickly followed the monster up the cliff and onto the grasslands. The grass was taller than most of them, only Adrian was able to see over the grass. They hurried across the grassland, not stopping until the forest was out of sight behind them. When they came to a small clearing, Leo threw his bag to the ground and pointed at Matteo.

“Can you set up some fans for us? I’m not walking any farther with wet feet,” Leo said.

Matteo nodded and started tracing out fan runes. The squad started laying down the tall grasses so their stuff wasn’t on the dirt. Then everyone emptied their bags and laid everything out. Matteo angled the fans, so they dried off the clothes without blowing them away.

Once the girls had a dry set of clothes, they pushed their way into the grass and got dressed out of sight. For some reason, that led to Matteo imagining them naked. He immediately tried to banish the thought from his head. Sure, they were both attractive, but he shouldn’t be thinking of them that way.

When his clothing was dry, he ducked into the grass and changed himself as well. It was actually kind of funny. He had a few sets of clothes in the dimensional bag, which would be dry as a bone. But he didn’t have a gambeson in there, which is what he needed for padding under his armor. He would have to fix that for the next time he got wet.

They sat down near the fans and waited for their boots to dry. They were taking a while alongside their bedrolls. It was funny that they were taking longer to recover from being wet than they did from being injured.

Chiara looked up into the sky and asked Leo, “Do you want to make this place defensible or try and find a cave?”

“I don’t know. We have a few hours till sunset, so I would like to find a cave, but they are sometimes hard to find in the grasslands,” Leo said.

“We should probably just head for the town. We can make it before sunset,” Adrian said.

“What?!”

“You guys didn’t see? Must suck being that short. There are walls on the other side of the valley,” Adrian said with a smile.


Book 2 Chapter 11: Cripple Creek, Ebbing

The walls of the mining town looked like they had been built by a convenient lava flow. The five of them stood in front of the mining town, staring up at the walls. They were made of obsidian, black and blobby. It made the gate in front of them seem all the more unnatural.

Leo stepped forward and knocked on the heavy iron gate. They heard some scrambling, and a slot opened up at eye level. A surprised guard peeked out.

“What are you doing at this gate?” the guard demanded.

“We are passing through on the way to the capitol. We were hoping to stay the night,” Leo said.

“Why are you at the south gate, though? Where did you come from?”

Leo pointed to the forest behind him and said, “We came through the redwood forest back there. Why do you ask?”

“You didn’t kill the cicadas, did you?” he quickly replied.

“No, sorry. We barely got out of there with our lives,” Leo replied.

“Thank Ma’at,” the guard said and unlocked the gate. As he swung it open for them, he said, “Those bugs are the best wild kaiju defense a town could have. None of the big lugs want to come close to our noisy neighbors.”

The five of them walked in, and the guard closed and locked the gate behind them. He pointed to the city center and said, “See that tall tower in the middle? That’s the air defense tower. It’s right by the town square. There are a couple of inns nearby. There are three taverns in the area as well. Stay away from the Dancing Tiger. Their beer tastes like piss.”

Leo chuckled and thanked the man. They started walking downhill towards the town. It was larger than any of the mining towns he had seen before. There wasn’t a lot of land devoted to farms, most of it went to houses. They were packed in tight, almost as bad as the houses on the shell.

The architecture was interesting. Usually, a village or town would have one bound doing most of the construction, and it would all look the same style. This town was different. They had wooden, obsidian, dirt, and bone houses. Three-story houses stood next to single story homes. It was an odd hodge-podge.

The town was busy. People were crowding the streets, hurrying about their business. Soon enough, they found themselves in the town square. A bone tower stretched into the sky on the northwest corner of the square. The rest of the plaza was dedicated to businesses. There was the Juicy Butterfly, the Limping Dog, and the Cheap Goblet. This town seemed to like the interesting names.

The roughest tavern was clearly the Limping Dog. They could hear the yelling and drinking singing from here. Leo pointed it out and said, “That’s where I am heading. Who’s with me?”

“I’m in,” Julia said. “I want to see if anyone is dumb enough to gamble with me.”

“Count me out,” Matteo said. “I just want a quiet night’s sleep.”

“Me too,” Chiara said and stood next to him.

Adrian looked between the two options and walked to stand next to Matteo.

“Alright, let’s meet back here tomorrow, say around lunchtime?” Leo said. When everyone nodded, he said, “Don’t go anywhere alone. These towns aren’t as safe as they appear.”

With that, he turned and headed into the loud and wild tavern. Matteo shook his head. He had no desire for that kind of fun tonight. Not that he never drank socially, he just didn’t like the obnoxious atmosphere his squad leader seemed to enjoy.

The three of them looked around the square. There were two more candidates for the night’s stay. Based on the signs, it looked like Juicy Butterfly was the nicer of the two. It would probably be more expensive too. Matteo could easily afford it. He had plenty of gold stator with him. He was just trying to be budget conscious since Carcassonne was so expensive. He would hate to spend all of his money before he got there.

While he was trying to make up his mind, a little blond girl walked up to Chiara and said, “Are you new here?”

Chiara crouched a bit. “Why yes. We are here just for the night. Do you live here?”

“Yes. Will you hold my hand please?” the little girl said calmly and held out her little hand. She couldn’t be older than eight.

Chiara took the hand with a smile. “Of course. Are you lost? Do we need to find your mother?”

The little girl started pulling Chiara along as soon as she took her hand.

“Yes. We are going to my mommy and my daddy,” the little girl said, continuing to pull her along.

Chiara gave the boys a helpless look and allowed herself to be led away. Matteo followed closely behind. This was weird. The little girl seemed sweet, but he wasn’t going to let Chiara be led down a dark alley.

The girl didn’t look like she was trying to set them up for an ambush and steal their money. She had nicely combed long blond hair, a blue shift, and a red pleated apron. She led them from the village square along the main road. They walked a block north and then she pulled Chiara into an inn.

It was the Dancing Tiger.

The tavern was built out of white bone, with obsidian tables and chairs. An image of a tiger was carved into the far wall. It looked quite nice, actually. This might be the best inn in town. The dining hall was mostly empty. A handful of people sat on the edges of the room.

“Oh Karlotta, who did you kidnap now?” a woman said as she walked out of the kitchens. She dried off her hands and pointed a scolding finger at the little girl.

The little girl, presumably Karlotta, dropped Chiara’s hand and said, “I didn’t kidnap them, mom. They wanted to come here. They need a room, right?”

As she said this, Karlotta turned and gave them her sweetest expression. Chiara smiled back at her, then turned to Matteo and Adrian with a raised eyebrow. Matteo chuckled at the little girl’s antics. That’s one way to gain customers.

He turned to the mother and said, “We do need a room. And dinner while we’re at it. I assume the meals are delicious and the rooms clean?”

“Yes, sir. We have the best rooms and service in Cripple Creek. You won’t find a better place to stay within two hundred miles,” she said with confidence.

“Doesn’t look too busy for the best inn here,” Adrian said.

Chiara gave him a scowl for being rude to the owner. Matteo turned to see the woman’s answer. He understood Adrian’s reticence. This place was the inn that the guard had specifically warned them against. Before she could reply, a man walked out of the kitchen. It was the chef.

“Bah,” the chef said with a dismissive wave. “That’s just small town politics. My competition wants my recipes. It happens all the time in ebbing towns. It will pass.”

“Ebbing?” Matteo said.

“Yeah, Cripple Creek is an ebbing mining town. That means that enough of the crystallium vein has been mined to make the town safer. Kaiju can’t smell it anymore, and it attracts fewer monsters. At the same time, the town is getting safer, the miners are getting richer. They need a place to spend their newfound wealth, and people like us move in to provide great service. The old guard just doesn’t like competition.”

“Ah, so they spread rumors about your place because they are scared you will steal their customers,” Matteo said.

“They should be scared. Once everyone sees the rumors are false, this place will be hopping again. But until then, you three have the best service and rooms in town all to yourself. I’ll even give you a discount. Four silver for the meal and a stater for the night. Have a seat and my wife will bring out tonight’s special. You’ll love it.” He turned and walked back to the kitchen without waiting for an answer.

Chiara dropped her bag and kicked it into the corner. Matteo chuckled and put his bag next to hers. Adrian seemed uncertain for a moment, but then tossed his pack with the others.

The wife gave them a look that conveyed an apology for her family’s assumptive ways. The look also reassured them that the food really was that good and they would enjoy their time here. She had a very expressive face.

The three of them sat down at a table nearby and relaxed. They had been rushing for several days now. It was nice knowing that they didn’t have to hurry right now. Leo had set the meeting time for tomorrow at lunch, so they could even sleep in.

Shortly after they sat down, Karlotta sat down with them. She clasped her hands and set them on the table. She gave them a serious look that was undercut by how young and cute she was. “When you taste dad’s cooking, you gotta tell everyone how good it is. You owe me for bringing you here for yummy food. You can pay me back by telling everyone the truth. You gotta tell everyone.”

Matteo nodded seriously and said, “I will give your establishment an honest review.”

“Yeah! No lying. Don’t be bad like the other guys,” she said and pointed just like her mother did a moment ago.

“Karlotta, come help me in the kitchen,” her mom called from the back.

“I gotta help my mom. Remember your promise,” Karlotta said as she slid off the obsidian chair.

The three of them chuckled and relaxed while they waited for their food. The mom came out with a creamy drink made from nuts. Matteo was skeptical at first, but it turned out to be sweet and tasty. Dinner came out shortly after that.

“Over here we have txistorra, which is a pork sausage in a flatbread. Next there are croquettes, which are mashed and fried potatoes. Finally, you have escalivada, which is ash cooked veggies served on fresh bread. Enjoy,” she said.

Karlotta had helped deliver the meal, and the mom made sure to pull her back into the kitchen afterwards. Adrian seemed hesitant to try something new, but Matteo was happy to dig in.

It was divine. The escalivada was full of complex and exciting flavors. It was spicy, but not overbearing. The croquettes were delicious, but that wasn’t a surprise. Matteo loved potatoes in any form. The real shock was how good the txistorra was. Calling it a pork sausage was doing it a disservice. It was the spiciest thing on the plate, but in a way that made you love the burn instead of reaching for a drink. The sauce and flatbread completed the experience, making it strangely addictive.

All too soon, the meal was gone. Matteo wasn’t quite full, so he ordered a second plate. Adrian said he enjoyed the food, but excused himself to go to bed. Chiara said she was full, but stayed to keep Matteo company.

When the second dish came out, it was just as good as the first. Chiara stole one of his txistorra, and he vowed revenge. They discussed whether or not Riccardo would have liked the little sausages. They both decided that they knew him best and the other one was nuts. They sat and talked for an hour before conversation petered out. The quiet dining hall didn’t offer any distractions, so they headed to bed.

As he lay in bed in his own small room, Matteo thought about the future. Meeting new people and trying new foods was the best part about traveling. If it weren’t for the hordes of monsters, he would want to travel for a living. He had planned on staying in Carcassonne after this mission, but maybe he should try to get hired onto one of the larger kaiju instead.

He was woken up in the middle of the night by a strange sound. At first it sounded like a baby cry, but as he woke, he realized it was a siren of some sort. It didn’t stop, it just kept going on and on. Matteo decided to investigate and quickly donned his armor. He met Adrian and Chiara in the dining hall. They were talking to the chef.

“… doesn’t usually go on like this. I mean, I know you aren’t sworn to protect the town, but if you can help, I think they could use you,” he was saying.

“What’s going on?” Matteo said as he walked up.

“Monster attack. This guy thinks it’s bad enough we should go help defend the walls,” Chiara said.

Matteo nodded. His artifact was perfect for taking out monsters from atop a wall. It might not be his job, but as long as he was up, he could help out. It was the polite thing to do.

“Yeah, I’ll go help out. Either of you two want to come with?” Matteo said.

“I am with you,” Chiara said and tightened the straps on her armor.

“I think I will stay here and protect the inn. My artifact doesn’t have the range to be effective on the wall,” Adrian said.

“Alright, stay safe,” Matteo said.

They headed for the door, which was barred. The chef opened it for them and wished them luck. He barred it behind them. It was only now that Matteo realized how serious the defenses in the nearby buildings were. They might be fine even if monsters did get into town.

Chiara pointed to the north, which was the closest wall to them. The siren continued to blare above them as they ran. They only went a block before a scream distracted them. They turned to see a woman being attacked by a black shape.

Chiara sent four terror wasps after the shape. The orange glow of the summons illuminated the monster before they exploded on top of it. Matteo took a step back and started tracing out a fireball. He looked up, afraid of what he might see.

The stars were winking above him. Hundreds of black shapes were flying above them, silent as the grave. It was exactly what he feared.

Blood owls.


Book 2 Chapter 12: The Dawnbreaker

Matteo clenched his fist and thought furiously. There were hundreds of blood owls in the sky above them. The silent monsters hadn’t attacked him and Chiara yet, but it was only a matter of time. The avians were tier one, but Angelica had taught them to treat them as a tier two threat.

The monsters’ technique was to dive-bomb their prey and open up a little cut on their skin. After that, their blood magic would slowly suck the blood out of their victims and add it to their body. Their wings would be bigger, their claws longer.

The longer blood owls were in a fight, the more fearsome and powerful they got. They would get exponentially more deadly the more victims they had. The only reason these monsters hadn’t already taken over the world was that they were fairly fragile. A good hit would take one out easily. You just had to hit its true body, not the blood they were magically controlling.

First things first. They couldn’t stay out in the open anymore. They needed to get somewhere safe without attracting the attention of the silent killers flying above. The bone tower with the siren in it was on the other side of the town square. Light was spilling out of the top of the tower. There were sounds of fighting coming from the high above, so they must have a way to protect themselves from the flying monsters. Matteo pointed that way and started quietly hurrying across the square.

Owls have excellent eyesight and hearing. Trying to sneak by them unnoticed was only possible because there were so many other targets for the monsters. Matteo flinched every time he made a sound on the stone roadway.

They were directly in front of the bone tower when Chiara let out a squawk. Matteo turned to see her in the talons of a huge blood owl. Its six foot wingspan had red tips that reached out fifteen feet. The monster was struggling to lift her off the ground, but succeeding. Chiara struggled in its grip, only managing to cut herself deeper. The monster slowly grew in size as her blood fell under its control.

Matteo only had the one spell loaded up, the fireball he had started tracing earlier. It would be dangerous to use it so close to her, but it was better than letting her get carried away. He fired the spell directly above the monster and curved it slightly midair. The explosion hit the monster on its back and vaporized it. A halo of blood fell to the ground, along with a scorched Chiara.

She had been twenty feet up when the fireball hit the monster carrying her. Matteo was already running to catch her, but didn’t get there in time. She hit the ground hard and bounced. Matteo caught her head before it hit the ground a second time. She was groaning in pain, which made Matteo feel so much better. He had thought she was dead.

He scooped her up and started racing towards the bone tower once more. Just before he got there, some instinct made him drop to the floor. He rolled as he fell, so Chiara wouldn’t touch the ground. She let out an anguished cry, anyway. Matteo felt a wash of wind pass over him, but only saw blackness.

Matteo got back up and kicked the door to the tower. It didn't budge. It must be a reinforced door. Matteo started looking around for another place to hide when the door rattled and opened up a crack. When they saw it was a human, they let him in.

There were a few dozen people huddled against the walls on the bottom floor of the tower. It seemed like this was a popular place to seek shelter. Most of them looked like they were shopkeepers or bakers, starting their day before the sun. The man that let him in seemed like he belonged though, he wore a full set of bone armor.

“Do you have a healer in here?” Matteo said, as he held up the injured Chiara.

“No, no healers in town. We have potions at the top of the watchtower, but those are reserved for the town defenders,” the man in armor said.

“Well, lucky for us, we are defending the town,” Matteo said and started running up the stairs.

The man called after him, but he ignored him and kept running up the stairs. Chiara was bleeding from wounds in her stomach and both legs. Her hair was half burnt off, and her armor was charred. She didn’t look good. She didn’t look like she would even make it all the way up the stairs.

Matteo ran harder. For the first time in months, his endurance failed him. Around the fourth floor, he started slowing down. Looking down at Chiara’s weak form gave him the motivation he needed to speed up again. He was breathing hard and hurting from the exertion, but he wasn’t going to slow down.

The stairs ended after the sixth floor. They came out in the middle of a large platform, with town defenders fighting all around him. In the center of the room where he stood, there were rows of bows and stacks of arrows. Just to their side stood a chest with its lid wide open. A limping man walked up to it and pulled out a small vial from the box.

Matteo rushed forward and set her on the ground in front of the chest. There were dozens of small potion vials inside. He pulled out two. He poured one on her wounds and the other down her throat. She slowly started to heal, but it would take a few minutes before she fully recovered.

A man wearing a captain’s uniform scowled at Matteo and said, “Don’t waste potions. We are trying to save the whole city. We need to keep the defenders alive.”

Matteo stood up and said, “Well, lucky for you, I am an excellent defender, and she will be too once she recovers.”

The man seemed like he wanted to argue with him, but the sounds of fighting behind them drew his attention. As he turned to deal with this new problem he said, “Take up position on the west wing.” He pointed without looking to see if Matteo obeyed.

With a shake of his head, Matteo walked towards the line of people the man pointed out. There was a ceiling a few feet above him, but no walls. The central pillar held everything up. The platform they stood on was glowing, giving the defenders light enough to see. It seemed like the monsters were drawn in by the light and siren.

Blood owls were flying in to attack, one after another. The defenders used a combination of spears and artifacts to kill them. Only a few of the twenty or so defenders had a ranged artifact. One sent glowing white balls that sucked the souls out of monsters that passed through it. Another swung his sword and a monster thirty feet away was cut in half. A third had some wind control power and smashed owls into each other. A young woman with glowing spider webs slowly charged up a spell that sent out a beam of light, skewering everything in its path. The defenders were efficiently killing monster after monster. For every monster they killed, two took their place.

It was another monster swarm. This couldn’t be a coincidence. There was something out there creating conditions for monster swarms to form. Not that it really mattered at this point. If Matteo wanted to survive the night, he needed to kill a lot of monsters.

He quickly filled the storage beads on the pen with four full strength fireballs. As he did, he walked up to where the captain sent him. He didn’t know how to join their formation though; they were standing close to protect each other. A space opened up in the worst way possible. A blood owl, heavy with stolen blood, came screaming out of the sky from directly above. It latched onto a defender and kept flying straight down, pulling her out of sight in an instant.

She didn’t even have time to scream. Matteo raced over to where the gap in the defenses was and sent out a fireball. It hit a trio of owls and detonated. The sudden flames made monsters and men flinch back. He used the gap to send another fireball out, blasting away four birds this time. Then another, and another. He had cleared the way to the ground and looked down to see if the defender could be saved. It was high up, but there were plenty of bound with high constitution.

She wasn’t one of them. The only thing left of her was a bit of armor and streaks of blood across the courtyard. Matteo backed away from the edge and started tracing out more fireballs.

“Keep it up, man!” his neighbor yelled. “Don’t slow down now.”

“I have to recharge,” Matteo said. He didn’t have to defend himself to them, but it felt bad that the others thought he wasn’t trying his best.

As soon as he had this newest fireball loaded up, he fired it off. Then again. And again. His practice with the rune meant that he could fire them off much faster than before. Four seconds instead of Fifteen. That was still too slow. The monsters were swarming tighter, having grown larger with the blood of the surrounding battle.

A spearman was yanked off the platform, opening up a gap in their formation. Huge claws of blood reached in to take advantage of the breech. Another defender was lost before they closed ranks again. Matteo looked around as his hand automatically traced out another fireball. They were losing. The captain in the middle of the platform was looking frantic, trying to keep everyone alive. It didn’t look like he was going to succeed.

The woman with the spider webs caught his eye next. Her attacks were even slower than his, but they were very effective. Her beams of light killed everything they touched, but also blinded owls nearby. They crashed into each other and fell as well.

That gave him an idea. He yelled, “Stepping back,” so his neighbors would know to close ranks.

The captain noticed him stepping out of formation and rushed over with a healing potion. When he saw Matteo was uninjured, he said, “What are you doing?”

“I can blind them. I just need a second,” Matteo said and flipped open his forearm cover. He knew a rune word that would be perfect for this situation.

He just had to remember what it was. The stress and pressure of the situation were making it hard to think. He knew the word included illuminate in the middle, but what were the other two? Staring at the rows of runes on the cover helped him focus his mind. It was crystal-illuminate-reinforce. As soon as he remembered, he started tracing it out.

He turned to the captain and said, “I’m ready. Tell them to cover their eyes.”

Matteo jogged up to the edge of the platform and pointed his pen up into the air. He waited for the captain to shout the warning and fired off his spell. He made sure to angle it up a bit so the ceiling would help protect the defenders.

The spell shot off like a shooting star before exploding in the night. Flashes of light spread out, illuminating the entire city at once in a shuttering display of overwhelming brightness. The blood owls did not like it. It sounded like the entire city was shrieking. Matteo had covered his eyes with his metal arm, and still had to blink away the spots on his vision when the spell ended. Some of the other defenders didn’t heed the captain’s warnings, and were yelling about being blinded. Their smarter servicemen pulled them back from the edge.

Matteo looked out into the city to see the effects of the spell. At first, he saw nothing. His vision was still returning. Then he saw stars in the distance. The monsters were no longer blotting out the sky. Almost all of them had fallen to the ground, blinded by the spell. There were a handful of huge monsters still in the air, wings made of blood stretching out forty feet or more.

They were easy pickings for the woman with the spider web artifact. Her magic sliced through their chests, no matter how far away they were. The skies were under the humans’ control again. The same couldn’t be said for the ground.

Matteo’s spell had blinded the blood owls and caused them to crash to the ground. That killed many of them, but there were still a few hundred of them alive on the ground and roofs. They were enraged and lashing out all around them. Many of the buildings were starting to see damage, and doors and windows were already broken.

His spell had grounded the monsters, but also put hundreds of flailing monsters right on top of the city. It was only a matter of time before they broke into the buildings all around him. He couldn’t even help the defenders. That rune word had wiped out his mana pool. Now that it was too late, he regretted blinding the monsters. He should have used the tornado rune word instead. It would have destroyed a few houses, but it would have been better than this.


Book 2 Chapter 13: Word of Mouth

Matteo was starting to panic. Blinding the blood owls had killed a bunch of them, but now they were grounded and about to break into houses across the city. He tried to tell himself the monsters were weakened, and most of the defenders fought better on the ground, anyway. This was a good thing, not a disaster. He didn’t believe himself. He started tracing out waterjets since fireballs would destroy the houses. Before he finished, something strange happened.

In the distance, a bright purple light lit up. It poured off the wall and snaked through the city, lighting up the roads. Everywhere it touched a monster, a purple tendril formed and wrapped around it. It sucked the blood up from the monster and dropped a husk to the ground. Tendril after tendril formed and wrapped itself around another blood owl. Every time it killed a monster, the light grew stronger. It went faster and faster as it spread. The entire city was covered in purple light within a few minutes. That defender must be incredibly powerful.

Then it was over.

The night was silent once more, all the monsters dead. Matteo sat down where he was, mentally exhausted. That had been so intense. He had been so sure the town was doomed. Now the relief was staggering. He ran his fingers through his hair and tried to calm down. Chiara had been fighting with the defenders a bit away, and came to sit next to him. He hadn’t even seen when she recovered.

She bumped her shoulder into his and said, “Thanks for saving my life.”

“Sorry for risking it in the first place. We should have been more careful before we left the inn. Brought shields along at least,” Matteo said.

“It worked out. I imagine we saved a lot of lives by being a little risky,” Chiara said and punched his shoulder gently. “And if we weren’t up here, you couldn’t save the day and kill all those monsters.”

Matteo chuckled and said, “I didn’t save the day. I just blinded them. Whoever did that purple light thing saved the day. They must have killed half of the swarm by themselves.”

“Yeah, but obviously it only works on the ground, and you got them there. You were the catalyst,” Chiara said and gave him a one-armed hug.

“Whatever. It’s crazy that we ran into another monster swarm,” Matteo said, changing the subject. “They are supposed to be so rare they don’t teach trainees about them, and we have run into two of them in less than a week.”

Chiara looked out into the darkness and shivered. She opened her mouth to reply, but the captain interrupted her.

“Did you say this was the second monster swarm you have run into recently?” the captain said with a worried look on his face.

“Yeah, but you don’t have to worry about it. We ran into them a few days ago south of here and they were heading away from Cripple Creek,” Matteo said.

The captain sighed in relief and said, “Thank Ma’at for small graces.” He looked off into the distance and said, “It’s almost sunrise. After you have had a rest, will you come to the Defense Force Headquarters and show us where you saw the swarm? We like to keep our map updated.”

“Sure thing,” Matteo said and saluted him with two fingers. He had slept most of the night, but he could use a nap. This morning had been too much.

Chiara and Matteo headed down the stairs and out into the courtyard. A dozen defenders walked out with them, out to mop up any surviving monsters.

The slowly brightening sky revealed mounds of bodies surrounding the tower. Mostly blood owls, but a few humans as well. It was a sobering sight. Dozens of people had died tonight, but it was amazing that the city hadn’t been razed.

They slowly walked back to the inn, occasionally pushing bodies out of their way. The city would be cleaning up and repairing things for days. As they walked through the streets, they saw people peek out their shutters, worried about what they would see. Matteo gave them an exhausted thumbs up.

The Dancing Tiger had a larger than normal pile of bodies outside of it. The building across the street had fallen, and there was a line of monster and human bodies leading to the inn. The door had been smashed in. Adrian and the Chef stood at the door, ready for any attacks.

“Ho there,” Matteo said from far enough away so they didn’t get startled. “You can relax now. It’s over. They got defenders patrolling the city, but I think all the monsters are dead.”

Adrian stood up straighter. “Glad to see you survived. I was a bit worried.”

As he talked, the chef slumped to the floor. He was bleeding from a dozen small wounds. He was holding a blood covered spatula in his hand. It had to be an artifact, otherwise he would have brought out a cleaver to defend the inn instead.

His wife yelped and rushed to his side. She had a roll of bandages already on hand and started patching him up. She had been tending to the crowd in the dining hall. It looked like most of the neighbors had fled to the bone building for protection. Almost all of them were sporting bandages.

Matteo sighed and headed back to his room. He pulled out his enchanted bag and the first aid kit. He had bought these healing apples for his own use. He shouldn’t be using them today. But when he saw people downstairs, his resolve failed. He couldn’t help himself. He sliced up an apple into eighths, the smallest sections for them to still be magically effective.

He headed back downstairs and gave the chef the first slice. He had been protecting the people, he deserved it the most. “Eat up, it’s healing.”

The chef looked at the apple in shock and said, “Really? That’s probably expensive. I don't think I can afford that right now."

Matteo gave him a frustrated grunt and said, “I’m giving it away for free. Don’t make me regret it.”

“Thank you,” the chef said sincerely and popped the slice into his mouth.

Matteo didn’t wait to watch him be healed. He turned to the rest of the dining hall and tried to judge who was hurt the most. He slowly worked through the group, rationing out his seven remaining slices. Once they realized what was going on, some of the injured tried to get themselves put in the front of the line. Matteo ignored them and gave out the slices only to the needy.

The final slice went to Karlotta. She wasn’t as badly injured as some, but kids shouldn’t have to suffer. Besides, no one in here was going to die, not anymore. The rest could pay for a healing potion.

To Matteo’s amusement, Karlotta ate the apple slice without realizing what it would do. The cut on her back and shoulder sealed themselves, and all the little cuts and bruises faded away. It was slow enough that she didn’t realize what was going on until it was over.

She patted herself all over and then looked up in amazement. She ran to her mother and yelled out, “Mommy, look, look! I’m all better.” She pushed off the bandages and showed her mother unblemished skin. She leaned forward and quietly said, “Does this mean I have magic now, like daddy?”

Her mother had been watching the exchange and laughed, “No, silly. It was the apple slice the nice man gave you. It was a magic apple. But next time, you should ask me before you take anything from a stranger, ok?”

“But he wasn’t a stranger. He stayed in our bed. He is a customer,” she insisted.

“Karlotta,” her mother said in a menacing voice that only mothers can do.

“Alright. Fine. I will ask you first before I eat anything. Even if it’s a healing potion or whatever,” Karlotta said grumpily.

She smiled and pulled her daughter closer. As she gave Karlotta a hug, she looked over her shoulder and said, “Thank you, sir. I never caught your name.”

“It’s Matteo. And this is…” he turned to introduce Chiara and Adrian, but they had already gone. “I was going to introduce my friends, but I guess they went back to bed. I think I will too.”

“Thank you Matteo. I mean it. Thank you from the bottom of my heart for what you gave to my husband and daughter. My name is Luna. If you need anything, anything at all, just ask,” she said.

“Thanks Luna. I think right now I need a break, but if I need anything later, I will be sure to ask,” Matteo said.

He trudged back up to his room, hesitating before he left the dining hall. He pitched his voice just loud enough for everyone to hear him without needing to yell.

“The best chef in town just saved your lives. I think an appropriate thank you would be to overpay for some food and spread the word about how delicious it is,” Matteo said as he pointed to the chef standing at the door.

It took a few beats, but the crowd agreed with him and soon everyone was offering to prepay for their meals. Karlotta was giddy to see their enthusiasm. Her mom had to hold on to her, so she didn’t bounce around the room. Matteo’s day was a bit better when he saw her cute smile.

He went to his room and dropped his armor at the foot of his bed. He fell into bed and closed his eyes. He was a bit worried that his high constitution would make it hard to fall asleep, but he was out like a light.

…

“Matteo, you in there? We are going to go see if Leo and Julia are still alive,” Chiara said through the door.

He woke up and rubbed his face. He was fully awake and well rested now. He still didn’t want to get up. He wanted to lay in bed all day. The world just needed to give him some space. He felt like he needed some time to mentally recover from the unexpected battle and dozens of deaths he had witnessed. As a bound, his body had recovered, but his mind needed some time.

Now that Chiara was at his door, that was impossible. He wanted to make sure Leo and Julia were fine, too. He really should have checked on them last night.

Matteo groaned and sat up. “Be right there. Don’t leave without me.”

Armored up again, Matteo joined Chiara and Adrian to head towards the city square. They passed citizens slowly cleaning up after the battle. There were carts full of monster bodies, as well as lines of people dragging bodies behind themselves. They had set up a bonfire at the edge of town and the dry corpses were piling up there.

There were hundreds of bodies, but the villagers were making good progress. Matteo suspected they might be done by the end of the day. Rebuilding the town would take much longer. Most houses hadn’t been breeched by the blinded monsters. However, almost every one of them was damaged in some way. The carpenters and craftsmen bound of the city would be busy for weeks.

“Was that you that blinded me last night, Matteo? I fell off the damn wall and almost broke my leg,” Leo said as he walked up behind them.

Matteo chuckled, just glad that he was alive. “Yeah, that was me. I shouted a warning. I guess you didn’t hear.”

Julia walked up and said, “I tried to warn him, but he didn’t listen.”

“I listened, you should have been more clear,” Leo grumbled.

Julia laughed. “I yelled out, ‘Cover your eyes, big flash coming.’ That’s as clear as you can get. Not my fault you peeked.”

The squad laughed as Leo sputtered, “You gave the warning too soon! The flash came like four seconds after your warning. You should have given us a countdown.”

Julia waved him off and turned to the other three. “You guys want some lunch? My treat. Got a windfall last night.” She grinned and pointed to her owl.

“You didn’t actually scam these people, did you?” Matteo said. He thought she had been joking when she said she would use her owl to gamble.

“It wasn’t scamming, I just have more skill than the locals,” Julia said and swung a bag of coins around her finger.

“Seriously?” Matteo said, one eyebrow raised.

Leo interrupted and said, “No, not seriously. That’s hazard pay for helping out last night.”

“Spoilsport,” Julia said and stuck out her tongue.

“Jerk,” Leo said and stuck out his as well.

Matteo shook his head and said, “I would love to join you for lunch. Let me do one errand first, though. I promised the defense captain I would show them on the map where we ran into that swarm of corruption caterpillars. I figure I can update our map while I am at it.”

“Sounds good. We are going to head over there now. Just join us at the Dancing Tiger when you are done. Everyone has been talking about it today. They say it’s supposed to be the best food in town. They have a food artifact or something.”

Matteo grinned and said, “You got it.”

As he walked towards the defense headquarters, he started to feel a little guilty. The entire town was working to restore things, and he was strolling along. He decided to ask the squad if they could stay for a few hours after lunch to help out. It would slow down their mission a bit, but the five of them could be very helpful.

It didn’t take long to find the headquarters, the obsidian building easy to pick out. The grand columns and stately architecture made its function clear. Matteo headed up the stairs and into the busy building. They must be coordinating the relief efforts here because the place was hopping.

People were heading in and out of rooms, always on the move. There was a constant buzz of conversation, and everyone looked stressed. No one was manning the front desk, so Matteo wandered further into the building. He quickly found the map room.

A half dozen people were standing around the map, arguing and pointing.

“It’s a kaiju. Kaiju are always bad news,” an older woman said and angrily pointed to a spot northwest of the town.

“What about the code? Cripple Creek is ebbing. They wouldn’t do that to us,” the defense captain said.

“The code is unwritten because sometimes they have to break it. I am telling you, we need to prepare for the worst,” the woman said.

Matteo cleared his throat and said, “What’s going on?”

The six of them turned to him and gave him a withering look.


Book 2 Chapter 14: The Gray Wolf

“We just got word of a kaiju headed this way. A wolf kaiju that hasn’t sent outriders yet. They aren’t responding to our calls on the seashell network,” the older woman said to Matteo. “That wouldn’t happen to be your kaiju, would it?”

Matteo took a step back and raised his hands. “No, not mine. Our kaiju is a turtle, a few hundred miles south of here. It’s not even on your map.”

“And we are supposed to just believe that? A squad of Rangers shows up on our doorstep and the very next day we see a kaiju bearing down on the town? That doesn’t strike you as suspicious?” the older woman said.

“That’s not why we are here. We are just passing through. We have nothing to do with that other kaiju. We are just on our way to Carcassonne to recruit Rangers to protect the turtle. I’m not lying to you,” Matteo said, starting to get defensive.

She opened her mouth again, but the defense captain interjected, “Hold on, Maria. This kid isn’t the enemy. He’s the one that blinded the owls last night. We should be thanking him, not accusing him.”

The older woman glared at the captain and then turned to Matteo. She was clearly thinking about it, but didn’t say anything.

A thin guy in the corner spoke up and said, “For what it’s worth, I don’t think this guy is with them. Like I said, the wolf looks like a war kaiju, and this guy clearly isn’t military.”

“Yes, exactly,” the captain said and pointed at the thin guy.

“Fine, fine. I guess running on no sleep is making me a bit testy,” she said. She turned to Matteo and said, “Sorry, I accused you. What are you doing here, anyway?”

“The captain asked me to point out where we saw that corruption caterpillar swarm,” Matteo said.

She closed her eyes and pinched the brow of her nose. “Please tell me there isn’t another swarm headed this way.”

“There isn’t. The swarm was headed southwest the last time we saw it, and that was a few days south of here. You don’t have to worry about them. The captain just wanted to be thorough,” Matteo said.

She took a deep breath and said, “At least we only have one disaster to deal with at a time.”

“It probably isn’t a disaster. Maybe they are just passing through. This could be a chance for us to sell provisions to an entire kaiju. This could be a boon,” the captain said.

The older woman said, “There is no point in guessing. You said the wolf was flying Carcassonne colors, right? Let’s just go talk to them. Hop on over there today, and ask them what their intentions are. You said they were a few days away, but your artifact can get you there and back today, right?”

The thin man saluted and said, “Yes, sir.”

“Alright, head out there now. If we don’t hear back from you by nightfall, we are going to assume the wolf is here to eat our crystallium vein.”

The meeting broke up then, leaving only the captain and Matteo in the map room. He said, “Sorry about that. Tensions are high right now.”

“It’s fine,” Matteo said. “I just wanted to keep my promise and take a peek at your map.”

The captain waved his hand and said, “Go ahead.”

Matteo started pointing along spots on the map. “We came up from here, and we saw the swarm here. We directed them this way, and then followed up where they came from. I think they formed from a kaiju corpse or something over here. That would match up with the blood owls coming from the southeast too.”

The captain started swearing, and then yelled out to an assistant to have her get the mayor.

“What did I say?” Matteo asked.

The captain pointed to a blank spot on the eastern edge of the map. “We think there is an army black site over here. Something is blocking the map’s magic, anyway. If we are right, there is probably a kaiju guarding it. Or rather, was. It probably died and created those swarms. That would explain the wolf kaiju. It’s the army’s replacement kaiju. That means that they are certainly here to eat our crystallium vein. It’s the last time their wolf will have a good meal for a while.”

Matteo winced in sympathy. The mining town had thought themselves safe, and now it was doomed. They would all have to leave on short notice. They might not even have anywhere to go.

“Alright. You need to get out of here. It’s about to get very busy in here,” the captain said.

Matteo agreed. He updated his map before he left and headed out. The town looked different now. On his way in, he had seen a community working together to recover from tragedy. Now it was a doomed town. He expected people to go from public-spirited to selfish very quickly. As soon as there wasn’t the idea of a town to bring them together, it would be everyone for themselves.

As he walked, he saw a little boy carrying around a bucket of water and passing out drinks to everyone working on the street. Maybe Matteo was being too cynical. People weren’t all good or all bad. Some might go crazy when they learned the town was doomed, but most wouldn’t. Matteo thought that most people were decent.

He found his squad in the dining hall of the Dancing Tiger. They had ordered, but the food hadn’t come out yet. The word had spread, and every seat was filled. It would probably take a bit for the chef to catch up to the influx of diners.

“Did you guys order something for me, too?” Matteo said, as he sat down.

“Yeah, we got you. What took you so long?” Leo said.

“It’s this whole thing,” Matteo said and explained the situation. “… and I think they are right. That wolf kaiju is probably headed this way.”

“Oof. Sucks to be them today,” Julia said. The food had just arrived, and she dug in. It was a monster meat paella.

Chiara gave her a side eye and said, “That’s awfully cold of you. They are losing their homes and all you have to say is, ‘sucks to be them’?”

Julia wasn’t fazed and said, “It’s a rough world out there. When the turtle was being attacked by two war kaiju, do you think anyone here would have cared if they knew? Things are tough all over and you can’t be a bleeding heart for everyone. All we can do is focus on who to protect, and let the others take care of themselves.”

Chiara shook her head. She scooped out a serving of paella and chipirones from the family style platters. Matteo agreed with Chiara, but understood Julia’s point of view. She couldn’t handle the pain of losing someone she cared about, so she carefully managed who she cared about. At least that was how Matteo charitably decided to interpret her actions. It could be that Julia was just a self-absorbed jerk.

The squad ate in silence for a few minutes after that. The room was loud, though. Everyone around them was excited about discovering a new place to eat and a different cuisine from what they were used to.

“We heading out right after this?” Adrian asked.

“Sort of. I want to stock up on fresh fruits and veggies now that I know about Matteo’s … thing. I figure we track down some produce and head on out,” Leo said.

“It’s too bad we can’t stay and help out. It’s going to be a tough few days for the villagers,” Chiara said.

“Yeah, I agree,” Matteo said. He held up his hand and said, “I know why we can’t. Every day we delay is another one where Tartaruga is understaffed. Still, it’s tough, you know.”

Leo shrugged and said, “You already helped out more than anyone could expect. That blinding rune word was the turning point of the fight last night.”

Matteo nodded, but didn’t say anything.

“Actually, there might be an option to help out both towns,” Julia said. “Our main goal is to recruit Rangers, right? With the vein gone, these people will leave and the defenders will be out of a job. How about we wait until everyone knows the town is doomed and recruit people that want a stable job?”

Matteo slowly blinked and said, “You want us to take defenders away from the people right before they need to make a dangerous journey through the wilderness?”

She shook her head, “Don’t act like I am some sort of dung beetle. The villagers are going to split up and move to new mining towns like they always do. Those towns will already have a full complement of defenders. If we offer a new job to the Cripple Creek defenders, we will be doing them all a favor. Plus, now that we don’t have to worry about going all the way to Carcassonne, we can stay and help out around town. This is what you wanted, isn’t it? Or were you thinking we would somehow turn the wolf away? Kaiju need to eat, Matteo.”

“I know that. I wasn’t thinking the town could be saved,” Matteo said. “It’s just that… what about telling the government about the enemy kaiju within our borders? And buying a seashell so our town can get on the network?”

Leo spoke up, “Telling them about the Thatcham kaiju behind the borders will be easy. The government is coming to us. We can just tell the wolf kaiju officers all about it when they get here. As far as a seashell goes, does this town have one?”

“I think they said something about the seashell network,” Matteo said.

“There you go. Since they won’t need it anymore, we just buy it off of them. This is perfect. We get Rangers two weeks faster than expected. The military finds out about the crab in time to actually do something about it, and we get on the seashell network so we can report any future movements. Plus, you can do all the humanitarian aid you want to in the meantime,” Leo said happily.

Matteo wasn’t happy. He felt like they were planning on profiting from the town’s tragedy. He didn’t have a better idea, though. This really would be great for Tartaruga and Cripple Creek was going to have a bad time no matter what he did. He might as well help out while he could.

“Makes sense. I am going to go out after this and ask the defenders where they need help,” Matteo said. “Anyone want to come with me?”

“I’ll come with,” Chiara said.

“Me too,” Adrian replied.

“Me three. It’ll be easier to recruit if they know my face,” Julia said.

“I’ll look into getting a few rooms here. I want to have as much of this delicious food while I can,” Leo said.

The rest of the squad gave him crusty looks, but didn’t say anything.

…

“I think my blisters have blisters,” Chiara complained as they walked back into the inn.

The sun had set a while ago, and they were only just now taking a break. It had been a long day. There were so many more monster bodies than Matteo had expected. There were people that had already started on repairs and rebuilding too. The squad didn’t volunteer to help out with those projects. It would be wasted effort. Clearing the roads was more important. It would make the evacuation in a few days that much easier.

Several times throughout the day, Matteo wanted to tell them that the wolf was coming. The town’s government hadn’t announced it yet, probably wanting to avoid a mass panic. The four Rangers had talked about it and agreed to keep quiet. The mayor and defenders knew their citizens better than they did.

The dining hall was empty once more, a welcome relief from the busy day. Chiara, Julia, and Adrian plopped down at one of the tables. Matteo wandered back to the kitchen. They were clearly closed for the day, but he hoped they might have bread and cheeses to snack on. As he walked up, he overheard the chef talking to his wife.

“It isn’t dangerous. What’s dangerous is passively waiting for someone else to control our fate. The disaster in Carcassonne wouldn’t have happened if I had stood up for myself sooner,” the chef said.

“Getting yourself killed today won’t fix what happened there,” Luna replied.

“No one is dying today. They have soldiers guarding the mine, but they don’t know about…” the chef trailed off as Matteo knocked on the doorway.

Matteo had made sure to stand out of sight, having learned his lesson about barging into conversations.


Book 2 Chapter 15: Desperate Choices

“Sorry to bother you so late. We have been volunteering all day, and I was hoping you might have a snack for us. I wouldn’t expect you to cook this late, but if you have cold cuts or something?” Matteo said, studiously pretending not to have overheard the conversation.

The chef nodded and said, “Yeah, I got something. We have salmorejo, that’s cold tomato soup, and olives. I know they don’t go together, but that’s all the food we have left. Your little recommendation has kept us busy all day long and wiped out our food stores.”

“Sorry about that. I was just keeping my promise to little Karlotta,” Matteo said.

“No, no. It was amazing. Couldn’t be happier to sell out, particularly since…” Luna trailed off.

Matteo nodded. “Do you guys already know? I thought they were keeping it a secret for now.”

“We have our sources. How do you know about the kaiju?” the chef asked.

“They asked me if the wolf was my kaiju. It’s not by the way. I came from a turtle,” Matteo said.

Both of them sighed, and the chef said, “At least there’s that. I’m not sure I could handle you folk saving the inn, only for your kaiju to be the one that doomed our livelihood.”

“It’s not that bad, is it?” Matteo said.

The chef had turned around and was ladling out soup. Without turning, the chef said, “It’s bad. The inn will be gone, but our debt will remain.” He turned to his wife and said, “Unless we do something about it.”

Luna folded her arms and stared at her husband, saying nothing. Matteo made a hasty retreat as soon as the food was ready. He dropped off the soup and olives in front of his squad mates.

“I think some people already know about the kaiju coming to eat the town’s vein,” Matteo said and started eating his soup. It was pretty good, not what he expected out of cold tomatoes.

“Yeah? What did you hear?” Julia said.

“They know a kaiju is coming and mentioned soldiers. I think the wolf kaiju sent soldiers ahead to make sure no one takes any more crystallium from the mine,” Matteo said. He ate a few olives, which really didn’t go with the soup.

“Oh, this is good soup,” Chiara said with surprise. “It really is too bad that they are coming to eat the town. These people survived almost certain doom, only to lose the town a few days later.”

“I wish there was something we could do about it,” Matteo said.

Julia shook her head. “Not all change is bad. This town was always doomed, whether now or a few years from now, when the mine ran dry. Maybe the citizens will find a better town by leaving now instead of a few years from now. You never know. At least the monster swarm was handled before they left town, instead of after.”

Matteo nodded. It was lucky that the villagers wouldn’t have to contend with a monster swarm while they were fleeing the remains of their home. It wasn’t lucky that they had to leave with almost no warning. He wasn’t going to say that, though. Julia wasn’t going to come around to his point of view on this one.

The next morning, Matteo was up with the sun. Despite the hard work of yesterday, he felt well rested. He walked down to the dining hall to find it empty. He was slightly sad that there wasn’t a breakfast spread already available. Then he remembered the chef saying they were out of food. The proprietors were probably out buying produce for the day.

Since there was nothing keeping himself inside, Matteo wandered out to enjoy the sunrise. It was beautiful, full of vibrant reds, oranges, and yellows. There was some purple in the sky too, slowly being washed out with the new day. It felt optimistic.

Karlotta was outside as well. She saw him and said, “No breakfast today. I’m supposed to tell everyone. Mom is buying food and it will take a while.”

Matteo nodded. He was sure that he could find some place in the town square for breakfast. He was going to finish enjoying the sunrise first. Maybe one of his squad members would be up by then and they would go together.

After a minute of silence, Karlotta said, “Dad was gone when I woke up. I think he is buying food, too.”

“I’m sorry. Are you worried about being alone? I can hang out with you if you want,” Matteo said.

“Nope, I’m fine. I’m old enough. My mom said so. I am responsible,” Karlotta said and stood up straighter.

Matteo’s mouth quirked up. “Yes, I can see that. You are doing great. How old are you?”

“I’m eleven. My birthday was two weeks ago,” Karlotta said. She turned around and pointed at her hair. “See this? I got this hair tie for my birthday. I'm good at doing my hair now.”

He nodded seriously. “It looks great. Like a professional did it,” he lied.

“Yep,” Karlotta said. She was quiet for a moment before saying, “I’m helping out more and more in the inn. Mom is proud of me. But this is the first time they left me alone.” She looked down and clasped and unclasped her hands.

“They didn’t leave you alone. They left you with me. The hero of Cripple Creek,” Matteo said and struck a dramatic pose.

“You aren’t a hero! You are a Ranger,” Karlotta said and put her hands on her hips.

“No, no. I really am a hero,” Matteo said. He launched into an exaggerated tale of how he saved the city. He acted out each part and added sound effects. Karlotta was giggling by the end of it.

“You are silly,” Karlotta said. “Are you even a real Ranger?”

Matteo put his hand on his chest in mock outrage. “I’m offended you would even ask. I am a real Ranger and a real hero.”

Karlotta opened her mouth to reply and then closed it. She ran past Matteo and yelled, “Mommy!”

He turned to see Luna returning to the inn. The sun was fully up now. She had been gone a while. She slowly trudged forward with a vacant look in her eyes. She didn’t react when Karlotta ran into her and hugged her tight.

“Mom, you were gone a long time. I was good and talked to the customers. Well, the ones outside. I forgot about going back inside. Matteo distracted me. It’s his fault,” Karlotta said. When her mother didn’t respond, she said, “Where is the food? You said you were buying fruits and veggies. Does dad have them?”

Matteo winced as he realized something must have happened to her father. He said, “Karlotta, give your mom a break. She has had a rough morning. Why don’t you go inside and see if you can put together a snack? It will be hard, but I think you can be creative.”

Karlotta looked between Matteo and Luna. When her mom didn’t respond, she said, “Ok, fine. I can look. I’m not allowed to use the stove. But I can look.”

Karlotta ran into the inn, her mother slowly following her. Luna paused at the front door. She stood there, unmoving for a while, before she said, “They arrested him.”

Matteo swore softly and said, “What happened?”

“That damn fool fell in with more idiots and they snuck into the mine through a side shaft. The soldiers were waiting for them when they came back up. They won’t tell me what’s going to happen to him, but they said the best case is four years in the army. Worst case is death,” she said without turning around.

“I’m so sorry,” Matteo said.

Luna started to cry quietly, her shoulders heaving up and down. Matteo stepped forward, but stopped himself before he gave her a hug. He wanted to comfort her, but she was still basically a stranger. She might not appreciate a hug from him right now. He held out his arms in case he was wrong.

She looked up at him and screwed her eyes shut. She brought a hand to her forehead and started crying louder. Matteo awkwardly dropped his arms.

Luna ran her fingers through her hair and said, “What am I going to do? What am I going to tell her?” She looked up at him and said, “How do I tell her that her father got himself jailed or killed trying to steal from the mines? He abandoned us because of some damn debt! How could he do that to us?!” She yelled at the end and swung out at Matteo.

Both fists hit Matteo in the chest. He had to stop himself from reacting. Combat honed instincts weren’t useful in this situation. He gently caught her arms and slowly brought them down to her sides. He let go and took a step back.

“I’m sorry. There aren’t any good answers to your questions,” Matteo said, feeling wholly inadequate. He didn’t even know the chef’s name. “He made the wrong choice for the right reason. He loves you both, and just wanted to fix everything.” He paused while she continued to cry. “This isn’t the end. They won’t kill him and it is only a matter of time until he is returned to you. It will be tough, but you can do it.”

She slowly nodded and wrapped her arms around herself. She slid to the ground and softly said. “Why do they even care? It’s not maat. The whole town couldn’t carry more than one kaiju mouthful. They wouldn’t have noticed the difference, and we would have been free.”

Matteo nodded along. She was swinging wildly back and forth, blaming her husband, then those that imprisoned him. Perhaps they all had some culpability. None of that would help Luna. She lost her husband, her home, and perhaps her livelihood. This was the worst day of her life.

He reached his hand down to help her up and said, “It’s not fair. It’s not maat. This shouldn’t be happening to you, but it is. I can’t fix anything, but I can help you up. I can take up a collection for you, so the next few weeks are easier. Little steps.”

She looked up at Matteo’s hand for a long time. She didn’t take it. Instead she said, “Can you go watch Karlotta for a bit? She seems to like you.”

Matteo sighed and nodded. She shouldn’t be trusting a stranger like this, but at least she lucked out with him. He headed into the dining hall. As he walked in, he saw Chiara sitting at one of the tables. He diverted to her.

“The chef just got arrested,” Matteo said.

“What? Why?” Chiara said and stood up.

“Some of the villagers wanted to get one last bonus from the mine. The Carcassonne soldiers were guarding the mine, so all the crystallium would be there when the wolf got here. They got caught,” Matteo said and looked towards the kitchen to make sure he wasn’t overheard.

Chiara swore.

Matteo nodded. “Yeah. And Luna isn’t handling it well. She’s out front, breaking down. Do you think you could go help her out while I distract the kid?”

“You got it, Matteo,” Chiara said and patted him on the arm.

The kitchen was a bit of a mess when he walked in. Karlotta had taken his suggestion seriously and was tearing the kitchen apart, looking for food. Every cupboard in the place was open and a small pile of preserved foods and spices was sitting on the central table. She had moved on to the storeroom and was standing on top of a large stockpot. She was using the extra height to pull out a bag of flour.

“Do you need any help?” Matteo said.

She looked startled, as if she had been caught doing something she shouldn’t. She wagged her finger at him and said, “Customers aren’t supposed to be in here.”

Matteo shook his head. “I’m not a customer. I’m your assistant chef.”

“Sous-chef,” Karlotta said and hopped off the pot.

“What?”

“Sous-chef,” Karlotta said. “You are my sous-chef and I am the chef. My first order is for you to get that flour.”

Matteo happily obliged and set the bag down on the center counter. “Now what?”

“Now we have to create our menu,” Karlotta said as she stared at the pile of random ingredients. It was mostly spices and non-perishable items. Some preserved foods like olives and pickles.

There wasn’t much Matteo could think of making with these ingredients. It’s too bad they didn’t have any eggs. He was in the mood for a frittata.

“Alright, let’s start with the tortilla,” Karlotta said and pointed to the flour.

“What’s a tortilla?” Matteo said.

She sighed and shook her head sadly at him. “You are a terrible sous-chef if you don’t know that. Come on, I will teach you.”

Karlotta was a surprisingly good teacher. She walked him through every step of the process, even telling him how long to cook everything. There were a few false starts when she remembered something was wrong, but an hour later, breakfast was ready. Matteo was certain it would have taken her dad ten minutes.

He brought the food out to the dining hall where Chiara was quietly talking with Luna. Leo was carving something in the corner of the hall, and Adrian was reading a book near the window.

“Breakfast is served,” Matteo said as he sat it down in front of the ladies. Adrian and Leo got up and joined them at their table.

Luna seemed shocked that he had made anything. She said, “Smells good. What is it?”

“Tortillas with olives, feta, and potatoes,” Karlotta proudly said.

The meal was her idea. It turned out pretty good, mostly because Matteo toned down the amount of spices Karlotta had wanted to use. The four of them ate their breakfast, with Karlotta squirming in her seat with a smile on her face.

“This is pretty good Karlotta. Your assistant did a good job. It’s a bit bland, but the flavor is good. You can just add more spices next time,” Luna said.

Karlotta stuck her tongue out at Matteo. He stuck his tongue back at her. The food was perfectly spiced. It wasn’t his fault her mother didn’t have a sense of taste.

“When is dad getting back, Mom?” Karlotta said when they finished breakfast.

Luna started to talk, then paused to wipe away a tear. Before she could get a word out, someone burst through the front door.

It was a teenage boy. He caught his breath and said, “Town meeting, Ten minutes from now in the square. Every family is supposed to send one rep… representative.” He didn’t wait for a response before he dashed out to tell the next house.

Matteo turned and looked at Luna. Was this about her husband, or about the kaiju? There was a lot of bad news that they could be announcing.


Book 2 Chapter 16: Caravans and Caverns

There were thousands of people in the city, and one member of each family had been summoned to meet in the city square. There were hundreds of people packed together, each trying to get close enough to hear. Matteo was glad he wasn’t down there with them.

He and Julia had jumped up to the roof of a building on the edge of the square. They sat and dangled their legs over the edge as they waited for the meeting to start. Luna was somewhere down below. Chiara had offered to watch Karlotta while she attended the meeting.

There was a stone platform in the square that hadn’t been there before. When the mayor climbed up on top of it, the crowd's noise swelled and then cut off. They were all very interested in what she had to say.

She held up her hands for silence, unnecessarily. When she spoke, some artifact must have been affecting her voice, because it sounded like she was behind Matteo, whispering into his ear.

“Thank you for coming, good citizens of Cripple Creek,” the mayor said in a grandmotherly voice. “I wish it was for a better occasion. As many of you have already heard, a wolf kaiju is on its way here.”

There were many gasps and exclamations at that. Apparently, not everyone had heard. She waited for them to quiet down and continued, “We have confirmed that it’s a war kaiju for the Carcassonne army, and they are here to eat our crystallium vein. To that end, they have already blocked off the mine and forbidden anyone from entering. A few of our young men tried to sneak in last night, and were caught and sentenced to four years in the army.”

There was a louder murmur at that. Matteo thought he heard some sobs and cries at that. Luna must be relieved that the sentence wasn't execution, but it still wasn't good. The survival rate for conscripted solders was probably low. The mayor had to wait a while for them to calm down after that.

When they did, she continued, “I know this is upsetting. I will lose just as much as you. We tried negotiations with them, which failed. There is no getting around it. In accordance with the town charter, the Cripple Creek government is dissolving as of the end of the day today.”

She wiped away a tear and continued. “We have paid our farmers their severance pay, so that means that all fruits, vegetables, and grains are free from now until when the town is gone. I encourage you all to pick up your rations sometime before tomorrow night, when the kaiju gets here. The city used a few enchanted objects this morning. There should be roughly twice as much food as the town can carry. No one will go hungry, I promise you that.”

The mayor coughed and then couldn’t continue. The captain walked up to her and escorted her off the stone platform while someone else took her place. It was a tall man, older than Leo, with a long white beard.

He whispered into everyone’s ears, “The mayor was about to turn things over to me, anyway. The purpose of today’s meeting is to organize an evacuation. There are five different towns, outposts, and kaiju within a week of here, and we are splitting up our defense force to escort people to each one.”

That got the crowd buzzing, everyone talking about where they could go next. This man wasn’t as patient as the mayor and cleared his throat in their ears. When everyone was quiet again, he started pointing and said, “Tomorrow morning, the proprietors of the Cheap Goblet will handle sign-ups for Simonsville, a sister mining town. The sign ups at the Juicy Butterfly will be for Cadiz, another mining town. The Limping Dog will handle the caravan to a snake kaiju called Yılan. The merchant guild will handle sign-ups for Eclipse Citadel. The mayor’s office will handle sign-ups for those joining the city atop the war kaiju wolf, Ma'iingan.”

There was an outcry at that; people were outraged that anyone would join the kaiju that was destroying their town. The old man held up his hands and said, “I know, I know. However, the wolf kaiju is the only destination not charging a fee. Everyone else will have to pay for their passage to a new location. If your friends or family decide to join the war effort on the wolf, please do not judge them. We must all do what we can to survive.”

There was still murmuring in the crowd and he talked over them to say, “Tomorrow morning, sign ups begin at sunrise. Please take the rest of today to pack and decide on your destination. I speak for the mayor when I say thank you for being a wonderful town. She loves each and every one of you. Our town may be gone soon, but its spirit will live in your hearts forever.”

Julia started swearing. Matteo turned to her and said, “What?”

“I was hoping they wouldn’t split up that much. We need to recruit Rangers from their bound, and it will be harder to do now. They need a lot of guards to escort people to that many destinations,” Julia said and shook her head. “Oh, well. Nothing for it. It just means we will have to work harder for it. Maybe I can convince Chiara to use her feminine wiles for the cause.”

Matteo looked at her, shocked.

“Oh, come on. Don’t look at me like that. I’m only going to suggest she flirt a little, nothing else,” Julia said. “If there are any female bound we want to recruit, I will have you flirt with them, too.”

Matteo just shook his head. “No, thank you.”

“Eh, whatever. I think money is what will convince most of them. We have a decent salary on the shell. Anyway, let’s head to the mayor’s office. If they are dissolving the town charter tonight, we need to get them to sell us their seashell before then.”

She hopped off the roof without looking, landing between two startled people. She lazily waved to Matteo to join her. He was much more careful with his trip down to the ground. The two of them walked against the flow of traffic, heading north to the mayor’s office.

It was more than an hour before they were able to see her. There were dozens of people that wanted to talk to her first, mostly offering thanks for being their mayor. Some wanted to discuss plans to save the town, but she didn’t entertain their delusions. This was the last day of Cripple Creek, and she wanted to focus on the present.

“Madam Mayor, thank you so much for seeing us on your final day. My name is Julia and we have a proposition for you,” Julia said as they sat down in her office. “We will keep it quick. I am sure you are getting tired.”

“I’ve been tired for years. Today is no exception,” the mayor said. “What can I do for you?”

“Since the town will have no more need of it, I was hoping you could part with your seashell. We would like to take it back to our home town. We have been off the network too long,” Julia said.

Her eyes glanced to the seashell resting on the assistant’s desk behind them. Matteo glanced around the room while they talked. It was an interesting mix of bone and obsidian construction. Some things like the desk she sat at were clearly built in the wilds, far from civilization. Other things, like the plush chair she sat in, must have been imported at great cost. This town had done well for itself.

“The seashell, huh? That’s quite valuable, you know,” the mayor said.

Julia shrugged with one shoulder. “Only to those with a city. Were you planning on founding another mining village after this?”

“No, no. My days in government are over. However, we have already decided to sell the seashell at Eclipse Citadel. It will cover the cost of the escort there for many of our former employees,” the mayor said.

“Have you already agreed on a price for the escort? How much were you thinking for the seashell?”

“We will get more than just the cost of the escort out of the seashell. They are very expensive, and you can normally only get them in Carcassonne. They have to be grown, not created, and that takes time,” she said and leaned back.

Julia nodded and looked away. She put her hand on Matteo’s shoulder and said, “I don’t think I introduced my friend here yet.”

“We haven’t had the pleasure of meeting yet,” the mayor said diplomatically.

“This is Matteo. He’s the one that saved the town a few nights ago. The blood owls would have killed everyone, if not for his magic. He blinded and grounded the owls, so your bound could finish them off. You wouldn’t have a town to evacuate if it wasn’t for him,” Julia said.

“Thank you, young man. I am so sorry I haven’t spoken to you sooner. You did this town a great service. The captain mentioned you helped out without prompting. That is very noble of you,” the mayor said.

“Yes, he is a great guy. You know, this is actually the second town he has saved? He saved Tartaruga town as well. His spells come at great personal cost, but he does it anyway. He is just that kind of guy. Our mayor made sure to reward him appropriately before he left town. A dozen artifacts to absorb and a priceless enchanted object,” Julia said.

That wasn’t quite true. Matteo hadn’t been rewarded that much. He kept his mouth shut. He could see where she was going with this.

So could the mayor. She frowned and said, “I’m not just giving the seashell away.”

Julia held up her hands and said, “I wouldn’t dream of depriving you of your ability to make it to the outpost. However, I was hoping that you could give us some consideration for the price.”

She nodded her head slightly. The negotiations started. It involved a lot of back and forth. Matteo noticed half way through that Julia’s owl had its eyes open. That meant she must be navigating the conversation with the help of her artifact. Choosing the arguments and price points is most likely to succeed.

They walked out of there with the seashell in hand and several gold stater lighter. Matteo was shocked that she had been carrying around that much money. He had thought himself rich after earning so much over the last few months. Now he saw he didn’t even have enough for a quarter of the seashell’s price.

Leo was pleased to hear she got the seashell and was under budget. He decided to celebrate by heading out to a tavern and buying everyone’s drinks. Matteo was in a good mood until he realized the real reason they were here. This tavern was frequented by the Cripple Creek defenders. The squad was here to recruit. Matteo made some halfhearted recruitment efforts.

To his dismay, he was successful. An older man took him up on his offer and finalized employment details with Leo. Matteo wasn’t sad that he had Recruited a Ranger for Tartaruga town. He wanted his hometown to have the protection it needed. He felt bad about taking away that protection from others that needed it too.

He left the tavern shortly after that. As he walked into the Dancing Tiger, he heard pots banging from the kitchen. He peeked in to see Luna and Karlotta packing up the kitchen.

“Do you need any help?” Matteo said.

“Thanks for the offer, but …” Luna started.

“Mommy, he wasn’t asking you,” Karlotta said with her hands on her hips. She turned to Matteo and said, “Yes. I need you to wrap all the silverware so it doesn’t make noise.”

“Karlotta,” Luna said in her stern motherly voice, “I asked you to do that.”

“But, mooom. He is my sous-chef,” Karlotta said.

Matteo interjected, “It’s true. I am her sous-chef. I have to help out. It’s the rule.” He nodded seriously at Karlotta.

Luna wiped sweat off her forehead and said, “Fine. If you want to join us, feel free. You can wrap the knives. Karlotta still has to wrap the rest of the silverware.” She waggled her finger at her daughter.

Karlotta happily agreed, and they got to work. The three of them spent the next hour and a half packing up the kitchen. It would have taken them longer, but they were leaving a lot of things behind. They were only taking the essentials and the most valuable utensils. As they worked, they talked a bit.

“Have you decided where you are headed next?” Matteo said.

“Ideally, we will head south with my husband. They sentenced him to four years in the army, as a guard for the wolf kaiju. I want to join up as an army follower. That’s what some of the other wives are doing. The only problem is that it’s a military kaiju, no children allowed. I asked if they could make an exception. No one here could give me an answer, they said they had to wait for the Lieutenant-Commander to get here tomorrow morning,” Luna said.

“I hope they don’t let us. I don’t want to live on a stinky kaiju. I wanna live with grandma,” Karlotta said.

Luna shook her head, “I told you, Karlotta. Kaiju aren’t really stinky, that’s just an expression. Besides, don’t you want to see your father?”

Karlotta just frowned, not wanting to concede the point.

“Where does grandma live?” Matteo asked.

“Grandma and Grandpa both live in Carcassonne, and grandpa would be heartbroken to hear that he didn’t rate a mention,” Luna said.

Matteo chuckled. He headed to bed shortly after that. It was too bad that this entire inn was being wasted. It had taken the life savings and dozens of people to construct it and it was going to be gone in a day.

The next morning, Matteo woke up with a grumbling stomach. The Dancing Tiger hadn’t gotten any food recently, so he couldn’t stay there for breakfast. As he walked up to the city square, he saw the edges of society already fraying. These people knew they wouldn’t see most of their neighbors ever again, and it showed.

Matteo got a potato omelet from a street vendor and headed back to the inn. Shouts and pointing to the sky made turn around and look up. The wolf kaiju was here. It was early. Not just that, but it had arrived entirely silently. Most kaiju walked with the sound of distant thunder. Each step moved the ground beneath it. Not this kaiju. It was silent as a grave, looming over the town like Charon, come to ferry them across the river Styx.
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The wolf kaiju stood silently over the town, its head down with a hungry gaze. It hadn’t moved in hours, but that didn’t stop people from looking up in fear every few minutes. It had arrived silently. Who was to say it wouldn’t start destroying the town just as silently? Matteo would be glad when the town was behind them.

The Tartaruga Rangers had recruited eleven more members to their organization. Ten of them were waiting in front of the Dancing Tiger, along with the five existing members. There were also four spouses and a trio of kids waiting to leave. Chiara had tried to get Luna and Karlotta to come along too, but they had refused. As soon as the eleventh recruit arrived, the Rangers would be on their way.

Matteo didn’t expect much trouble on the return journey. It hadn’t been long since they had made this exact trip. All the monsters along their route were dead, and new ones probably hadn’t moved in yet. It would be an easy few days of running.

He wasn’t going to say that out loud, though. He didn’t want to jinx it. Instead, he prepared for the worst. He had four rune words loaded up into his pen and his short sword strapped to his side.

Luna and Karlotta were outside, too. They had just finished hauling their luggage out onto the street. They were waiting for something, probably a cart to pack everything into. Despite having pared down considerably, they still had more luggage than five people could carry.

Luna had been crying, tears creating streaks on her dusty cheeks. Matteo winced. That probably meant that the Lieutenant-Commander had refused to let her take Karlotta on the wolf kaiju with her husband. It was clear she was barely holding it together. Karlotta stood off to the side, awkwardly glancing at her mother and fiddling with the luggage. Maybe her mother wasn’t keeping it together, and that scared her.

Matteo looked up the road to see the final recruit coming. It was clear why he was late. He was bringing his family and their entire house. They had loaded up a handcart with everything from clothes to furniture. His wife was holding twin babies and two young boys were perched atop the pile. The bound was pulling it all with one hand, casually chatting with his wife.

Before they got to the inn, a young man slipped past them and jogged up to Luna and said, “Hello mam. Carlos sent me to tell you that we are out of handcarts and to give you a refund.” He dropped a handful of coins into her hand.

Luna stared at the coins in her hand and then looked up to see the bound pulling a handcart. It was clear what she was thinking. The bound had paid the dealer more money and he had screwed Luna. The young man dashed off before she could say anything. She looked back down at her hand and slumped to the ground.

Chiara rushed to her side and knelt to comfort her. “Oh, I am so sorry that happened to you. Is there someone we can talk to? Maybe a different handcart seller, or some friends that can spare some room on their cart?”

She mutely shook her head. Matteo walked over to them, mentally counting how much money he had. He couldn’t leave them like this, his conscience wouldn’t let him. If he gave them enough to replace the kitchen utensils, they could buy replacements at their destination.

Karlotta knocked a knuckle on Matteo’s armor and said, “Please come with us. You are strong. You can carry this, right?”

Matteo winced at the earnestness in her voice. He couldn’t change his plans because some eleven-year-old asked him to, but it’s hard to say no to that face. She had him wrapped around her little finger. Thankfully, her mother rescued him.

“Karlotta, come here. You can’t ask strangers to carry our luggage on a dangerous journey,” Luna said calmly.

“He’s not a stranger. He’s my sous-chef,” she retorted.

Luna shook her head, “Sous-chefs don’t carry luggage. Besides, he is actually a Ranger. He needs to go back to his home and we need to go back to our home with grandma and grandpa.”

“This was supposed to be our new home,” Karlotta said morosely as she gestured to the inn.

“I know baby, I know,” Luna said as she pulled her in for a hug.

Chiara sighed and looked uncomfortable. They had gotten to know the pair well and now they had to leave them.

Matteo tilted his head. Did he have to return with the Tartaruga Rangers?

He couldn’t stay there if he went back to the shell with them. He would have to head out on his own later. Was there any reason he couldn’t part ways now? They had plenty of Ranger recruits. Their return journey would be safer than the journey here. Everyone would be better off if Matteo broke off now instead of later.

“Well, if you want me to carry all your stuff, I think we have to renegotiate my wages,” Matteo said with a smile.

Luna gave him an uncertain look and said, “I can’t afford to pay you what you are worth.”

Matteo shook his head and said, “You aren’t my employer. Karlotta is. She’s the one that would have to negotiate with me.”

Karlotta looked at him, confused. “I don’t have any money.”

“Well, then, you will have to come up with something that isn’t money. How about you teach me how to make four new dishes?” Matteo said.

Her eyes lit up. “Oh! I know how to make more than four things!”

Matteo nodded seriously and held out his hand. “It’s a deal. In exchange for escorting you to Carcassonne, you will teach me how to cook at least four things.”

She shook his hand with exaggerated motions.

Luna stared at him, dumbfounded. After a second, she said, “We really can’t pay you. At all. The debt for the Dancing Tiger is…”

Matteo made a short slicing motion with his hand and said, “It’s fine. Really. I was heading that way, anyway. Might as well make the journey with friends.”

“You leaving us, Matteo?” Chiara said and stood up from where she was comforting Luna.

He nodded. “Yeah, I can’t stay on the shell. Might as well leave now instead of later.”

She grabbed his shoulder and took a few steps away from the group. He could feel everyone looking at him, not just Luna and Karlotta, but the Rangers and recruits, too. Chiara’s eyes sparkled when she saw how uncomfortable she was making him.

“Do you want some company on your adventure?” Chiara whispered.

“What?” Matteo said. He hadn’t been expecting that at all. He shook his head and said, “I mean, yeah, of course. I would love to have you along. But why would you want to come with me?”

She shrugged and glanced back to the group. “I’m not ready to face them yet. My parents, his. I need some more time to adjust. Some time to feel how I feel without their expectations.”

“How are you going to get home when you are done?”

She rolled her eyes. “You are still going to visit home in a few months, right? I’ll just head home then. We might have to hire an escort to get us there safely, but I think we can afford it, yeah?”

Matteo smiled broadly. He clapped his hand onto her chitin pauldron and said, “Glad to have you aboard.”

She smiled back and knocked his arm away. Then she turned and walked to Leo and said, “Looks like the both of us are heading out with the villagers.”

Leo shook his head in surprise. “I was expecting it of the boy, but I didn’t think you would run away with him.”

Chiara sniggered, “With Matteo? No, no.” She kept laughing and shook her head. “He’s like my brother.”

Matteo put his hand on his heart and said, “Oof. You don’t have to laugh like that. I am an attractive guy. Don’t act like girls wouldn’t run away with me.”

She kept laughing and patted his shoulder. “Sure they would. You keep telling yourself that, Matteo.”

He gave her an exaggerated frown and a huff.

Leo laughed and said, “We are going to miss you, Chiara. Do you want to write out a message for your parents? I’m assuming this wasn’t a planned deviation.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s a good idea,” Chiara said. She set her pack down and started writing out a letter.

Matteo walked back to Luna and Karlotta and said, “Chiara and I are both coming with you. Let’s get your baggage back inside and organize things into what we can carry.”

Luna sighed and nodded. She obviously wasn’t looking forward to paring down even more. The five trunks were already less than what she wanted to bring along. When Matteo grabbed the nearest one, it was tougher than expected. Even with his bound strength, it was heavy. He was actually impressed she had gotten it out here.

Once everything was inside, he walked back to the kitchen. He remembered seeing something in there that would be useful for packing things up. It was a pile of large rice bags. Each one originally held a hundred pounds of rice, and would be perfect for their needs.

He brought them back to the dining room and said, “Let’s take the heaviest stuff and put it into these bags.”

“Yeah, I can see what you are thinking, but I left those bags on purpose. We don’t need them. I was going to use Gabriel’s backpack for our personal items. We will just have to reorganize, so everything fits in our three bags,” Luna said. “Thanks, by the way. I don’t know what I would do without you two.”

Chiara had just walked in and gave her a half hug and a smile.

Matteo smiled. “Just wait until you see what I have in my bag.”

He pulled out his enchanted bag from his backpack and held it up with a flourish. She gave him a quizzical look. Matteo made sure no one could see it from the street and he opened the flap on the messenger bag. That exposed the metal band and the runes across the top.

“Is that what I think it is?” Luna said hesitantly.

“Yep. It’s the real deal,” Matteo said. He flipped open the closest trunk and started sorting things. It was already fairly well packed, but they would have to reorganize to fit through the opening in his bag.

She stood up and put her hands on her hips. “Just how rich are you, Matteo?”

He chuckled, “I didn’t pay for this, if that’s what you mean. I just got lucky. I don’t have any more money than the average Ranger.”

Chiara nodded. “He got it as a reward for saving our kaiju. There was this big battle. He had these cool spells. It was this whole thing. They gave him that instead of the key to the city.”

“Don’t act like the bag is that big of a deal. I am pretty sure the mayor still hates me. She gave me this so it would make it easier for me to leave,” Matteo said.

“It is a big deal. Bags of holding are worth a lot. You are going to get yours stolen if you keep letting everyone know you have it,” Chiara said.

Matteo shrugged. “That could happen even if I am super careful. At least this way, I get to help people out. I like doing favors for people. It’s fun.”

Luna squinted at Matteo and pulled her jacket closed over her breasts. “I’m still not paying you anything. Even though my husband is gone, I won’t be giving out any ‘favors’.”

Matteo jerked his head back at the accusation. He said, “You women are savage today. I’m just trying to be nice.” He threw up his hands. He felt his face heating up and bit his tongue before he said something he regretted. He walked out in front of the inn to calm down.

He saw the tail end of the group of Rangers heading out of town. Matteo almost wished that he had gone with them. He looked around the rest of the town while he cooled down. Half of them had already packed up and left earlier that morning. The other half were hurrying around town with a worried look on their faces.

He had heard that the caravans were supposed to leave just after lunchtime. That meant they only had a few hours before it was time to leave. The rest of the residents would have to be up on the wolf by the end of the day. The war kaiju would start eating in the morning. There would be no delays if you were caught on the ground.

A shadow had fallen across the inn, the kaiju’s shadow. Matteo looked up at the wolf. It hadn’t moved since this morning, looming over the town. The fur was four shades of gray, thick and bristly. He remembered how the bear kaiju had felt homey, with houses woven into the fur. He got the impression that wouldn’t be the case for the wolf. He was distracted from his musings when someone joined him in front of the inn.

“Are you going to leave us?” Karlotta said quietly.
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Matteo bent down and said, “No, no, don’t worry about that. I’m not leaving until you or your mom asks me to. I’m just out here cooling down. Even grown-ups have to control their anger sometimes.”

He could tell that Karlotta was still nervous, so he said, “Come on, let’s go back in and help them pack.”

Chiara and Luna looked up as he walked back in. They had just about finished repacking things into the rice bags. It would take up eight slots in the enchanted bag to fit everything they had stuffed into the rice bags.

“Sorry about earlier. I was joking and gave Luna the wrong idea. I let her know you are a good guy,” Chiara said. She subtly nudged Luna.

“I apologize,” Luna said formally. “I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions like that. I am still learning not to assume the worst in people. Please forgive me.”

Matteo waved his hand. “Forgiven and forgotten. Let’s get back to work.” He had been hurt by her accusation, but after he thought about it, he could see where she was coming from.

He knelt down near his enchanted bag and started pulling things out. He had four slots open, he would have to get rid of some things in order to pack all of the Dancing Tiger’s kitchen.

The first thing to go was the slot of home-cooked meals. They had eaten part of them already, and the meals weren’t as valuable as the kitchen supplies. He had a separate slot full of desserts, but he was keeping that for emergencies. The next to go was his first aid kit. He wasn’t going to get rid of it; he was going to stick it in the larger backpack. It made more sense to have it easily accessible, anyway.

The final two slots were harder to decide on. He started loading up stuff while he thought about it. The hammock stand wasn’t that valuable. It would be easy to replace. But he really liked using it. The box of games wasn’t as important as the inn’s pots and pans, but he didn’t want to go stir crazy. The bag of memorabilia his mother had given him wasn’t a consideration. He kept that. He passed out the home-cooked meals while he thought about it.

In the end, he decided to get rid of the hammock stand and one of his bags of clothing. He was planning on getting stylish clothes in Carcassonne, so that was no great loss. The hammock stand would be missed, but if he was traveling with a caravan. The heavy metal would be hard to hide and give away the fact that he had a dimensional bag. Once they were done, Matteo repacked his backpack and donned it for the trip.

Luna walked up to him and gave him a serious nod. “Thanks for that, truly. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”

Matteo glanced over to her daughter and said, “I had to. It’s my job.” He gave her a half smile.

She turned and smiled at her daughter. “She is amazing, isn’t she?”

“She really is,” Matteo said.

The four of them left the Dancing Tiger behind, heading north. Luna explained she had bought passage with the caravan heading to Eclipse Citadel. It was the most direct route to Carcassonne, only a week away from the capital city. Karlotta was in a good mood, skipping along the road. Her mother kept glancing back at the inn until it was out of sight.

The town was mostly deserted by this point. Everyone had moved to one of the five meeting points to head out of town. It felt like they were walking through a city of the dead. Eventually, they made it to the north gate. There were two caravans leaving through this gate, each congregating in fields on opposite sides of the road.

Luna led them to the western caravan. It was a huge group, almost a thousand people standing around. Many of them were arguing with each other and eyeing their neighbors suspiciously. The four of them threaded through the crowd until they got to a harried man. He was talking to three people at once, sweat dripping off of him.

“Carlos, you bastard,” Luna said and threw a dirt clod at his forehead.

The man put a hand to his forehead in shock and checked to see if he was bleeding.

“You deserved that for selling my handcart out from under me,” Luna continued. “I’m not here about that, though. I brought two new bound with me. Give me a refund on my passage.”

Carlos wiped the dirt off his forehead and said, “What are you talking about? Kaiju dung like you doesn’t get refunds.” Luna opened her mouth to yell at him and he cut her off with a sharp gesture, “If your friends really are bound, have them report in with the Red Cap. She can pay them if they are any good. Ma’at knows we need more bound to keep everyone safe.”

Luna gave him a rude gesture and walked off. They found a woman with a red hat on the edge of the crowd, talking to a group of armored defenders. This time, Matteo took the lead and stepped forward.

“Excuse me, sir? My friend and I are both bound, and we would like to offer our services for the trip to Eclipse Citadel,” Matteo said and gestured to Chiara.

She gave them an appraising look and said, “You are both kind of young. What level are you?”

“I’m fifteen and she’s eight,” he replied.

She tilted her head. “Not bad. What can you do?”

“I have a variety of spells I can create, mostly ranged effects like fireballs and tornadoes. I trace out a different rune for each spell,” Matteo said.

The woman next to the leader snapped her fingers and said, “I know you! You are the one that blinded the blood owls.”

Matteo smiled and said, “That’s right. Although for big spells like that, I need some prep time.”

The lady in the red hat turned to Chiara and said, “And you?”

Chiara summoned five terror wasps and had them circle around her. After a few moments, she dismissed them and said, “They explode on contact.”

Red Cap nodded and said, “Excellent. You are both hired. One share each. You can earn more by going above and beyond in the line of duty.”

“A share? How much is that?” Chiara replied.

“Depends. It starts out as forty gold stater, but goes down for every civilian that dies. You have to keep everyone alive for the best payday,” she replied.

Matteo nodded along. That was a good way to incentivize the caravan guards to do their best. It also implied that they expected at least some of them to die along the way. It was a realistic assumption. There were about a thousand civilians here and only fifteen guards. They would be stretched thin.

“Since you both are ranged attackers, I’ll put you up front with Diego,” she said and pointed to a tall and stout man on the edge of the group. “You will report to him, alright?”

Matteo nodded and said, “Yes, sir.”

She waved them off and went back to discussing plans with the other guards.

Matteo and Chiara walked over to the man she had pointed out. He was big in all directions. He clearly had serious muscles, but they were mostly hidden under the weight of enthusiastic living. He had a short beard and long hair pulled back into a braid. He casually held a glaive with a blade that was larger than Matteo’s entire body.

Chiara stuck out her hand and said, “Hi, I’m Chiara. Glad to be working with you.”

Diego took her hand and said, “Nice to meet you. The Red Cap must like you two a lot to put you up front with me.”

“I’m Matteo. Nice to meet you too,” He said as they shook hands. “What’s so special about being up front?”

“I’ve done this caravan thing a few times. It’s not easy. You gotta keep your eyes peeled, protect the people from all angles. With a crowd this size, we will probably pull in some tier twos as well. But that’s a pleasant diversion compared to dealing with the public,” Diego said.

Matteo chuckled.

Diego shook his head. “Not joking. These guys are wonderful in a town, but out here they seem to lose all sense. They can’t stop talking, even though they know it makes them a target. They wander off all the time. When monsters attack, they just stand there, waiting to get eaten. It’s so frustrating. Being up front puts you away from the worst of it, so she must actually like you two.”

They left shortly after that, walking into the wilderness at a brisk pace. Chiara covered the left flank, Diego in the middle, and Matteo had the right. The caravan followed closely behind. Matteo had expected them to make a long snaking line out of the city, but the Red Cap organized them differently.

She insisted they had handcarts in a wide line, eight to a row. Then people without carts, then another row of hand carts. With such a wide line of people, they were able to keep the thousand strong crowd in a tighter formation. It made for a more uncomfortable trip, but much safer. The caravan guards were better able to cover them this way.

For some reason, Matteo was surprised that they didn’t speed up after they got going. Of course, the caravan was full of mundanes, a brisk walk was as fast as they could maintain. It was just hitting him now how slow that was. This two hundred mile journey would take a while.

The area immediately around the town was mostly grassland, but it quickly transitioned to shrubs and bushes. There weren’t any trees in this area, just the low lying vegetation. It would change to a forest in about thirty miles. For now, it made for an easy walk, even for the civilians. As they walked, Diego told them about his capabilities.

“I got myself a denuder as an artifact. That probably doesn’t mean much to you, but you will get to see it in action when we enter a forest. Doesn’t matter though. I ended up putting most of my level ups into my body anyway,” Diego said.

“I guess that’s why the Red Cap put you up front then. I bet you are handy with that glaive,” Chiara said.

Diego nodded, “That too. The main reason she has me in front is my tremor sense. I can see monsters ahead of us or underground by sensing the vibrations in the ground. My only weakness is flying monsters. So you two will need to keep a good eye on the sky.”

“Will do. That’s a pretty useful senses evolution. Do you know anything about how to unlock evolutions?” Matteo asked.

“Nah, it’s pretty much luck. People have theories about it, but none of them work all the time. I think it’s just random and there’s no point in stressing about it,” Diego said.

Matteo nodded absently. He had been hoping for a different answer. Most of his stats were close to getting into the range of evolutions. He wanted to unlock one that would be useful.

The first monster attack came much sooner than expected. They were walking along the same path that the wolf kaiju had taken to get to Cripple Creek. It should have been clear of all monsters. But an hour after they set out, Diego tapped Matteo on the shoulder.

“We got something big heading this way. Six legs, so probably an insect type,” Diego said and pointed with his huge glaive.

Matteo nodded and traced out a full strength fireball. It should be safe to use here. The land was flat enough that he would see the monster coming for a while. His guess was proven correct when a monster came into view a few hundred yards out. It was a beetle type monster, shining with a multicolored light.

It hurt to look at, so Matteo squinted and blasted it. The fireball screamed across the countryside, growing in size and power as it flew. He mentally controlled it to dip down as it flew. He couldn’t make it turn much, but it was enough for the impact to hit directly below the monster. The explosion shredded the beetle’s underbelly and flipped it over. Chiara’s wasps followed the fireball and finished it off before it could flip itself back over.

At the same time, the civilians behind them were freaking out. As soon as Matteo threw his fireball, he heard screams directly behind him. Once Chiara finished it off, he turned to see two women and a man screaming in terror. Two of them figured out the danger was past fairly quickly. The third needed some help.

“The danger is past, madam,” Diego said with a buttery smooth voice. “No need for screaming. In fact, if you could contain yourself next time, it would make things easier for us. There are many monsters that won’t investigate a fight, but will come running if they hear humans.”

She calmed down as he talked and then looked ashamed at the end. She mutely nodded.

“Thank you so much. Pass the word, will you?” Diego said.

The people in the first few rows turned back to whisper that they needed to be quiet. Matteo could see the message passed along like a game of pass the potato. It was relieving to see how seriously they were taking it. The caravan started walking again before the message got all the way to the end of the line. The people in the back might not realize anything had happened in the first place, they would just get the message to be quiet. Hopefully that would make his job less of a headache.

A bit of introspection made him wonder if he was jaded. This was another day of work for him, but traumatic for them. He should be more sympathetic to the civilians. This was literally a matter of life and death. It was honestly strange how quickly he had gotten used to killing monsters. When had he lost his fear? The civilians were terrified because it was the first time in years most of them had left the city walls.

The thought made him glance back to see if he could still see Cripple Creek. The walls were out of sight, but he could still see the wolf looming over the city. The director must have a strong control of their kaiju to have it motionless in front of food like that.

“Good job with that hypno-beetle, you two. I think it was a tier two monster,” Diego said.

They had just come upon the monster’s corpse. The beetle was still on its back and was slightly smoking from the fireball. The chitin had lost its shine and seemed dull now. Matteo sent a waterjet towards a section of shrubbery that was smoking. He didn’t want a fire to break out.

“I didn’t know they were called that. How does their power work? Daze you when it gets close?” Matteo said.

“No, it’s more like a mental attack. Gives you headaches and pain the more you look at its shell. Knocks you out if you look at it too long. Makes it a bastard to fight. That’s why I am glad I have you two with your ranged attacks,” Diego said.

Chiara and Matteo nodded along. They probably still could have killed it without looking at it, but that monster would have been hard to fight if they let it get any closer. Not to mention it could have knocked out hundreds of civilians behind them. That would delay them for hours.

“Couldn’t have done it without your warning,” Chiara said. She smiled and lowered her voice. “And I get what you mean about dealing with the people being the worst part.”

Diego nodded. “You said it. Just wait until we stop for the night. It’s so much worse then.”

They didn’t have to wait until night for it to get worse.


Book 2 Chapter 19: A Path Opens Up

Just before the caravan walked into the forest, they were attacked. Diego had just stopped them to warn them, but he didn’t get a chance to say what was attacking. An iguana with a large horn burst out of the tree line, speeding towards them. It must have been a signal for some nearby harpies to attack as well. Eleven of them swooped out of the highest branches, shrieking as they fell.

Matteo had already been tracing out a fireball, and he redirected it to the flock flying at them. They said that harpies looked like people with wings, but he didn’t see it. They looked like sickly birds to him, bare skin where feathers had fallen out. As his fireball hit, that turned into charred skin.

Three harpies fell from the sky with that first fireball. Matteo was already tracing another before they hit the ground. This one he made smaller because the harpies were already getting closer. The horned iguana was almost there as well. Its horn was pointed forward as the monster flung itself forward.

Matteo stepped to the side. He had to trust that Diego could handle it. He needed to kill the harpies before they could reach the people behind him. He finished the smaller fireball in record time and sent it screaming towards the closest harpy. It dodged.

Now that the flying monsters were expecting an attack, they could avoid it. The lead monster flexed its magic and dodged, flickering across the sky. The harpy behind it wasn’t expecting that move, and got a face full of fire. It spiraled to the ground just as the iguana reached the humans.

Diego sprung forward, sliding around the monster’s six foot long horn with ease. He brought his enormous glaive around, slicing off the monster’s left front paw. It didn’t realize what had happened and tried to continue running with that leg. The missing paw caused it to stumble and fall, flipping over once before righting itself. It screeched in pain as it finally felt the injury.

Leading with his glaive, Diego jumped forward to engage the iguana. The monster wasn’t as distracted as he expected and whipped Diego with its tail. He was able to get his glaive up in time to defend, but the attack still knocked him back a dozen feet.

Matteo had to turn away from that fight and continue with the harpies. He had been tracing a waterjet, because the harpies were too close for fireballs. He regretted not using one of his stored rune words. The first one available was the column of fire rune word. The monsters were too close to him and the civilians for him to safely use that one now.

One of the harpies flew into range, on an attack run aimed at him. He shot the waterjet at the monster and it flickered away. It wasn’t a teleport, but it was close. The harpies' magic allowed them to speed up in a straight line. That would make things difficult for him.

Chiara was having the same difficulty. She had sent out her entire swarm, all forty terror wasps, and the harpies were easily avoiding them. The wasps were buzzing towards the monsters in a straight line, and the harpies were able to predict and avoid them. They didn’t even need to use their magic most of the time. She was controlling a few of them, but getting increasingly frustrated with the slippery harpies.

“Make a wall!” Matteo suggested. Then he followed his own advice. A force trap would be a perfect counter to these slippery opponents.

As he finished the rune, he heard a scream behind him. He turned back in frustration. It hadn’t even been an hour since they warned the civilians to be quiet. He saw a hundred people shrinking back and pointing to the right. When he turned, he saw what the reaction was about. More monsters were on the way.

A herd of five wildebeests were stomping this way. They must have heard the commotion of the fight. Each one stood over ten feet tall, with curved horns pointing forward. They ran with a magical effect active. It looked slightly like Matteo’s armor spell, blue streaks appearing as they stomped forward. They were heading for the western flank of the caravan. Matteo had just completed his force trap rune, but he doubted it would be effective against these beasts.

He flipped back to the harpies. They were the more immediate threat for now; the wildebeests weren't close yet, and the harpies were already swooping at civilians. Chiara had formed a dome of circling terror wasps, and was using it to scoop up and explode the monsters one at a time. He could help out with that effort. He tossed his force trap into the air. It formed a rectangle at a forty-five degree angle, with the business end pointing to the ground. As soon as it finished forming, it turned invisible. Seconds later, a harpy flew into it at full speed. It hit the invisible pane of force and bounced straight to the ground. It impacted at twice the speed it had been flying at, breaking most of the bones in its body. If it wasn’t already dead, it would be soon.

Matteo turned back to the wildebeests, realizing he could use a rune word on them. He broke into a run. When he was fifty feet away from the caravan, he activated his rune word. A column of fire burst out of his pen, aimed at the charging monsters. It was ten feet wide, large enough to scorch the ground between himself and the wildebeests. He played the fire across all five of them.

Moments later, all five of them ran out of the fire unscathed. Their magical protections had prevented any of the fire from touching them at all. Matteo’s arm slumped, shocked that they had run through his extremely powerful rune word. These monsters were on a completely different level.

He didn’t have long to be shocked. Shortly after the monsters exited the fire unscathed, they tripped and fell. A different bound guard had created dozens of small holes in the landscape. The wildebeest hooves fell into the holes and their momentum snapped their legs. The monsters slid across the ground, screaming in pain.

A duo of guards stepped forward with spears. They slowly approached the screaming and thrashing monsters. When the timing was just right, they would strike once with their spears, through the eye and into the brain.

Matteo turned away. They had that handled. Better than him, in fact. To his credit, there weren’t a lot of monsters that could just run through fire like that. Matteo was tracing out a force trap again, jogging back up to the front of the formation. Diego and Chiara looked like they had a handle on things. The horned iguana was dead, as well as half of the harpies. The remaining five harpies were trying to attack the squishy civilians, but Chiara had a dome of forty terror wasps circling above them. The harpies alternated between trying to attack the people and the bound. They were forced to halt their attacks every time.

The surviving monsters were the most cautious of the bunch, and didn’t want to commit to anything unless they were sure of success. It was an uneasy balance that Matteo was going to wreck. He tossed up his force trap rune in the middle of the circling harpies. One of them saw the spell forming and flickered out of the way. A second harpy wasn’t as attentive. When it hit the invisible pane of force, it rocketed backwards, clipping another harpy as it fell.

Chiara was ready to capitalize on the disruption, and three harpies exploded one after another. That left two harpies. Matteo was tracing out another force trap, but he didn’t have a chance to use it. A bound from farther back on the formation sent a pair of metal bolts into their chests. They fell to the ground, lifeless.

No more monsters emerged from the forest, so Diego walked around the battlefield, making sure all the monsters were dead. He also used the large blade of his glaive to flick the bird monsters off the path the caravan would be using.

Once they were on their way again, Diego said, “Hey Chiara, you did good. Impressive control and adaptation. Matteo, you are deadly too, but next time it would be best to stay in your zone. We need you up here with the rest of us.”

“Yeah, sorry. I thought I could be the most useful in taking out the wildebeests. Turns out I was wrong, sorry,” Matteo said.

“Nah, it’s no big deal. No one got hurt. You just gotta trust the rest of the guards to do their jobs. It’s easier for me ‘cus I have been fighting with these guys for years. But trust me, they have the skills to deal with anything that runs up on us,” Diego said. “Where we need you is taking care of the flying monsters. That’s one area Cripple Creek defenders were always weak in.”

“Got it, thanks,” Matteo said. He started thinking about his arsenal and how to reorganize it to be more effective. They had only walked for a few hours, and he had already been overwhelmed. If he was going to be an effective guard, he needed an attack he could easily use around crowds.

That meant his fireball was out. If force trap was an attack, he would love to use it. Too bad he couldn’t deconstruct runes. He could go the other way, though. There had to be a rune word using force trap that would be useful in this situation. He had tried out many permutations; he needed to figure out which ones he hadn’t tried yet.

He was distracted from his calculations when the trees in front of him fell to the ground and rotted away. He was instantly on guard and looked around for corruption based monsters. Diego laughed at his reaction and said, “Relax, buddy. That’s me. I’m clearing a path for the caravan. I can wipe out anything that counts as a tree. Even ents.”

Matteo was amazed at the magic power. Any tree that came within fifty feet of Diego was knocked back and fell into pieces. Each piece then quickly went through a decomposition process, falling into firewood, then splinters, then sawdust. By the time Diego got to a former tree, it was nothing but a thin pile of dirt. He was making an easy path for everyone to follow. No wonder they put him in front.

His power had an additional delight that Matteo discovered an hour later. They were passing through a particularly dense part of the forest when he heard a startled yelp. A puma was twisting and flailing as the tree it had been hiding in collapsed underneath it. The monster landed on all fours, but stood there for a moment, looking around for whoever cut the tree out from under it.

While it was sitting there in confusion, a pair of terror wasps buzzed in and ended all thought. Matteo guffawed and slapped his knee. Diego and Chiara laughed at his reaction. He didn’t care. He hated being ambushed by pumas and panthers. They usually had shadow or stealth magic and made dealing with them difficult. It was nice seeing them surprised.

The next few hours were busy. It seemed like some monsters had the ability to sense a large group of humans and came running from a long distance away. A quartet of aphids was followed by a group of bees, then came an ettin. A tribe of goblins arrived next, followed by maggots. The civilians behind him weren’t able to contain their disgust when they walked through maggot guts after that fight.

A pair of blood owls initiated a panic. They were able to kill the monsters fairly quickly, but they halted the caravan for a few minutes to see if they were part of a larger swarm. Thankfully, these blood owls were alone.

Chiara complained about not having enough time between fights to replenish her hive. Matteo didn’t complain, but he started paying closer attention to his mana levels. The regeneration in this part of the forest was fairly high, but the amount of monsters attacking meant that he didn’t always regenerate back to full before the next fight.

It was a bit early when they stopped for dinner. Matteo assumed that the Red Cap did that to give the civilians a break. After they established a perimeter, he wandered towards the middle of the group along with Chiara. They wanted to check on Luna and Karlotta.

They quickly found the mother and daughter and sat down to eat with them. Karlotta was slowly picking at her food, clearly exhausted. Luna gave them her dinner, a fruit salad, and made herself another portion while they ate. It was a pleasant dinner, but they couldn’t stay to talk. They needed to get back to the perimeter so other guards could take their turn to eat.

They didn’t get a chance to talk after sunset, either. The caravan stopped for the night in a Diego-made clearing. One of the bound made a layer of bone across the clearing to protect from tunneling monsters. The center of the clearing was reserved for women and children without carts, then families, and lastly, the caravan’s carts formed a ring around the group. Matteo and Chiara were assigned a spot sleeping underneath one of the outer carts so they could be quick to respond if they were attacked.

When they finally got a chance to talk the next morning at breakfast, the conversation didn’t go as he expected. Both Luna and Chiara were acting strangely and he didn’t figure out why until after the caravan was attacked by acid ants.


Book 2 Chapter 20: Hidden Scars

“Fruit, again?” Karlotta complained as the four of them sat down to eat breakfast.

“Enjoy it while it lasts, little missy,” Luna replied. “It’s going to go bad in a day or two. We aren’t going to get any fresh fruit for a week.”

Karlotta continued to grumble as she ate another fruit salad. Matteo could have kept fruit fresh in his dimensional bag, but it hadn’t occurred to him to use a slot for it. The other kitchen supplies and tools seemed more important.

“Don’t worry, Karlotta. I think we can arrange something different for lunch,” Matteo said. “The guard that Chiara and I work with is rather good at creating firewood, and I can light it in seconds. I’ll cook us something tasty.”

“Oh, the tall one, right?” Luna said. “I have heard about him. The ladies are talking. His butt is apparently enough to make young girls swoon. And some of the older ones, too.”

Chiara giggled and said, “Just wait until you see it yourself. It’ll make you swoon too.”

“Watch out, Matteo. Sounds like Chiara’s eyes are wandering,” Luna said with a laugh.

Matteo tilted his head and said, “What?”

“You gotta do something if you want to keep her away from that tall bound’s big, strong hands,” Luna said and smiled.

That didn’t clear things up for Matteo. He was relatively sure Chiara wasn’t going to start a relationship with some random bound they had just met. She was still grieving the loss of her boyfriend. Even if she did jump into the hammock with someone, Matteo wouldn’t care. Did Luna think that he and Chiara were in a relationship?

Chiara laughed and said, “Matteo knows me too well for that. My eyes might wander, but I’m not going anywhere.”

That only made Matteo more confused. Did Chiara have a thing for him and he had missed it? Was that the real reason that she had joined them on this escort mission? It seemed unlikely. He didn’t think he was that dense. But their conversation didn’t make any sense otherwise.

Cries of alarm saved him from awkwardly clarifying questions. Diego was heading their way, shouting for people to run away. Matteo and Chiara jumped up and looked around for the threat. There was nothing. People were running away, but Diego just stood there with his glaive raised in the air.

Matteo put two and two together. It must be some sort of tunneling monster that Diego was following with his tremor sense. Matteo started tracing out a cutting waterjet. Chiara brought out five terror wasps and set them circling around her. He took a step to the side so her three foot long summons weren’t buzzing so close to him.

His assumptions were proven correct when a circle of dirt in front of Diego turned darker. Then it suddenly fell away. An ant scrabbled out of the four foot wide hole, just barely able to squeeze past the collapsing edges. It didn’t get all of its body above ground before it was cut in half. Diego had positioned himself just right to address the monster infestation with his huge glaive. Green blood poured out of the bisected monster, hissing and burning as it dripped to the ground. Acid ants.

A second ant pushed the body of its ally out of the hole and crawled up onto the surface. It didn’t make it all the way up before Diego cut off its thorax. Matteo nodded appreciatively. The man’s strength and reflexes were on point.

“There are at least ten more. Some of them are making tunnels behind me,” Diego yelled out.

He stayed put while Matteo and Chiara ran around him. Two more dark spots showed where the acid ants were opening up new exits to the tunnels below. Without speaking, they separated, each taking a tunnel to cover.

Matteo shot his waterjet straight down while the hole was still forming. The spell formed a neat little hole all the way through the monster’s head and body, killing it instantly. He had another one loaded up before the next acid ant had pushed the dead body out of the way.

He looked up to see Chiara was having an easier time at this than he was. She was covering two holes, but her terror wasps were practically made for this. They efficiently killed monster after monster, leaving half exploded bodies in the tunnel. She kept the summons circling the hole out of the way of the monster’s acid. That way, her regeneration was almost able to keep up with the incoming ants.

“Is this a swarm? Should we run?” Chiara yelled back to Diego.

“I don’t think so, but…” Diego yelled before he cut himself off. A pair of ants had gotten past his glaive and were spitting acid at him. He dodged and threw a knife into the eye of the closest one. Then he used its body as cover to slide around and slice the other one in half. Once they were down, he continued. “Ants are different. They can form nests without tipping into a swarm.”

Matteo killed another ant while he thought about it. Maybe he could answer the question with a spell. He traced out a different rune and yelled, “Fire in the hole!”

A fireball zoomed into the tunnel and exploded in the first corner. The explosion almost cost Matteo his hair, but he had rolled out of the way in time. His metal arm was still hot, the outer shell making a ting sound as it cooled.

The fireball also sent a shock wave through the tunnel system. It killed more than a dozen monsters and gave the three of them a break. Diego walked forward, staring at the ground. Matteo assumed he was following the tunnel.

“Not a swarm. You got most of them, Matteo. Good job. Still, I think it would be best if Chiara took care of the last two, yeah?” Diego said.

Matteo laughed and gestured for Chiara to go ahead. She sent four wasps down a nearby hole, and Diego let them know when the monsters were dead. The caravan packed up and left shortly after that.

As they walked, Matteo found himself happy Julia wasn't with them. Since she wasn't there to complain, they could talk while on duty. He turned to Diego and said, “You have done these escort jobs before, right? Is it usually this bad? I have been in the wilderness a lot, and these monster attacks seem a lot worse than what I am used to.”

Diego tilted his hand back and forth. “Yes, and no. They usually advise that you travel with smaller groups because a thousand humans will absolutely draw the monsters in. But this is a little worse than what I am used to. I think the route towards Eclipse Citadel just has more monsters than other areas. It’s a higher mana area, so it stands to reason.”

“We are headed towards a higher mana area? Does that mean it’s only going to get worse from here?” Chiara asked.

“Oh yeah, we have been lucky to see mostly tier one monsters around here. By the time we get to Eclipse Citadel, they will mostly be tier two and three,” Diego said. “I don’t even want to think about what it would be like if we tried to go all the way to Carcassonne.”

“Is it worse towards Carcassonne?” Matteo asked.

“Yep. The founders built the capital there because it’s a high mana area. That’s why some of the founder tech is still working in the city. The high mana is good for the city, bad for trying to walk through the wilderness. Nasty monsters out there. You heading north after this?” Diego said with a raised eyebrow.

“We are. I have always wanted to see what the capital’s like,” Matteo said.

“Take it from me, don’t walk there. Hitch a ride on one of the kaiju heading that way. There are regular trips back and forth between Eclipse Citadel and Carcassonne. Lots safer that way,” Diego said.

Matteo nodded. He wondered if Leo had known that. Were they heading towards the citadel to hitch a ride, or were they planning on risking death just to get there faster? He shivered. He would insist that Luna and Karlotta take the kaiju ride. They weren’t in any particular hurry. They could hang out at the citadel for a bit while they waited for a ride.

He turned to Chiara to say as much, but then he remembered the unasked question from this morning. What was going on with her? Did she actually like him that way?

“Hey Chiara, I wanted to ask. The conversation with Luna was a bit …” Matteo started.

“Sorry about that,” Chiara interjected while he was still searching for the right words. “I should have told you, but I didn’t want to make things awkward.”

“Told me what?”

“I was trying to calm down Luna after she insulted you in the inn. While you were outside, I told her you were my boyfriend and you are safe to be around,” Chiara said. “Sorry I lied.”

“Why would you tell her that? Why not just say I am a good guy?”

Chiara shook her head. “I can’t tell you that without betraying her confidence. If you think about it for a bit, her attitudes and interactions with men in general, I think you can figure out the general idea.”

Matteo winced. Chiara was hinting at some dark stuff. There were only a few reasons why Luna would be suspicious and guarded with men in general. None of them were good. He said, “I think I get the message. Why didn’t you tell me, though?”

Chiara looked up at the sky and stomped her feet lightly. They walked for a bit before she quickly said, “I didn’t want it to be awkward like it is now. I’m not going to pretend to be your girlfriend and hug and kiss and stuff. I just don’t like you that way. But that’s harsh to say out loud, you know? I was hoping it just wouldn’t come up.”

“It’s fine, it’s fine. You don’t see me as someone you could pretend to have a relationship with, no big deal. I am so abhorrent, you can’t stand the thought of hugging me. My ego isn’t bruised or anything,” Matteo joked.

Chiara groaned and stomped her feet again. She said, “Ugh, don’t rub it in.”

He just chuckled. She really hadn’t thought that one through. The rest of the day was full of monster attacks. Beetles, trolls, goblins, firebirds, and ants of every kind. Matteo was slightly glad for the civilian’s slow pace, otherwise the monsters would outpace the guard's mana generation.

They ran into their first group of tier two monsters just after lunch. Diego sensed three large insects in a clearing ahead, so Matteo traced out a pair of max sized fireballs. As soon as the trees in front of them fell, his spells were flying towards the monsters. They hit, one after another, the explosions like distant thunder.

The dust cleared to reveal three cockroaches heading their way, mostly unharmed. Their chitin was scorched, but not even cracked. Their exoskeleton was a shimmery green color, hinting that it was reinforced with magic. Matteo cursed and started tracing out a crystal rune. He needed a way to slow and separate the three monsters.

Diego yelled out for assistance from the other guards. Then he turned to Chiara and said, “Their bellies are the only weakness. See if you can get your wasps underneath them.”

She sent out half of her hive, about twenty terror wasps, and directed them to the ground in front of the charging monsters. The summons flew forward in formation, level with the forest underbrush.

The cockroaches were each six feet tall and fifteen feet long, so even though the wasps didn’t land on the ground, they would still easily reach the monster’s underbelly. That didn’t happen, though. As soon as the monsters got in range, the terror wasps flew up and exploded on the monster’s heads. All three cockroaches screeched and shook their heads. Only one of them lost an antenna, the others were unharmed.

Diego took a few steps back and yelled to the civilians behind them, “Back up, defensive positions!”


Book 2 Chapter 21: Accursed Rain

Chiara yelled in frustration at her terror wasps. They hadn’t obeyed her and wasted their attacks on the cockroach’s upper shells instead of the vulnerable underside. Matteo finished his rune as she was yelling and sent the crystal rune to a spot underneath two of the monsters.

A ten foot tall crystal fence shot up underneath the charging monsters. The spiked top skewered one of them, but the other cockroach leapt out of the way and took flight. Matteo looked up, his mouth falling open. He didn’t even know cockroaches could fly. The monster buzzed over their heads, heading for the mass of screaming civilians behind them. Chiara had the presence of mind to send her wasps up to the monster as it flew.

Five of the terror wasps hit the monster as it was swooping down to attack. This time, the wasps exploded on the monster’s underbelly and wings. The attack was much more effective. The cockroach screeched in pain and plummeted to the ground. It was heading right for a family of five, each of them standing in shock.

Just before the impact, the ground opened up underneath everyone in the area, an individual hole just big enough to hold each one of them. The cockroach impacted the ground with a thud, but didn’t squish anyone underneath it. The monster screeched in rage and scrambled up.

Matteo’s attention was stolen when Diego slid across the ground nearby. The remaining cockroach had hit him hard enough to send him skidding across the ground. Blue light flashed out as the armor rune softened his impact. Matteo mentally thanked Leo for instilling that habit. It might have just saved Diego’s life. Then again, Diego had gotten to this point on his own merit. Maybe he didn’t need the magic armor.

Either way, it looked like he could use some help with this monster, and the other one was already engaged. Matteo started tracing out a thin water jet, the only spell he had that would have a chance of piercing the cockroach’s chitin. It only took five seconds for him to trace out the rune, but before he finished, Diego was already up and racing at the cockroach.

Matteo ran after him, turning off to the left to flank the monster. As he got close, he saw Diego trading blows. The same glaive that easily bisected monsters earlier in the day was clanging off of the cockroach’s mandibles and legs. The chitin shone brighter each time it got hit, clearly showing that its toughness was magical in nature. It was strong too, able to knock back the giant that was Diego, even when he successfully blocked.

It was a good thing Matteo’s waterjet worked at range, because he wasn’t going to get an opening. The cockroach wasn’t too fast, but it was throwing everything at Diego, striking with limbs and mandible, one after another in a staccato rhythm. Matteo aimed at the monster’s front leg joint and let loose. The thin stream of water sprayed out and hit exactly where he was aiming. Slowly, it started cutting away the leg, splashing water everywhere as it did.

The cockroach felt it and jerked to the side. The leg was still attached, but it had started slowly bleeding. Matteo had made himself the new target of the monster’s ire. He took a step back as it rounded on him. It wasn’t enough.

A front leg flicked forward, hitting Matteo in the chest. His armor rune immediately shattered. The impact was enough to send him flying, just as Diego had been. Matteo hadn’t been able to absorb the hit as well as Diego, though. He hit the ground and rolled with a pained cry. That had broken something.

He wasn’t dead yet, so he started tracing out another water jet as he rolled to his feet. The pain in his chest was bad enough that he lost concentration on the rune. He had to start over. By the time it was ready, Diego had hacked off the leg Matteo had started cutting. Excellent. Now he just needed to do that a few more times, hopefully without getting hit again.

As soon as he thought that, Diego was knocked back. His armor rune broke, and he skidded twenty feet away. The cockroach turned away from the guard and unfurled its wings. It was going to fly over to easier prey, the civilians. Not if Matteo had anything to say about it.

He used the stored water jet to slice off the monster’s left wing. Only the exoskeleton was reinforced with magic. The water jet was able to cut the wing off before the insect took off. It didn’t realize what had happened in time, and flipped itself over.

Matteo chuckled darkly as he traced out another waterjet. The chuckle was quickly replaced by a groan of pain. He was pretty sure he had broken a rib. He shook his head to clear the pain and refocus on the fight.

The cockroach had flipped itself back over and was heading his way, this time more cautiously. Matteo crouched low and sprung forward, racing at the monster from the left side. Instinct had the monster attempting to knock him back with the leg that had just been severed. He was able to slip underneath the monster and jam his pen into the underside of its head. He activated the rune point blank and spun it around for a bit.

He ducked out from underneath the cockroach as it shuttered and twitched. It flipped itself over one last time and curled its legs up in death. Matteo turned to check on the rest of the fight. Diego was up, but holding his side. The cockroach that had landed amidst the civilians was on its back with a spear through its head. The bound guards were lifting it up and away to free the civilians trapped underneath.

The family that had almost gotten squished climbed up out of their personally sized holes. All but one of them. The littlest wasn’t moving. Matteo took a step closer to see if he could help, but other civilians beat him to it. They crowded around and cut off his view of the scene.

An anguished wail let him know the fate of their youngest.

It hit him harder than he expected. He hadn’t seen these people before, and now he was grieving the loss of their daughter. It felt like a hand was squeezing his heart. He looked away, only to see Chiara on her knees. He walked over to her and put his hand on his shoulder.

“I should have been faster,” Chiara whispered.

Matteo squeezed her shoulder. “No. Don’t do that.” She looked up at him as he continued, “Don’t take on guilt when it wasn’t your fault. This caravan was planning on leaving without us. More would have died without you. You weren’t slacking off on your duties, you literally did your best.”

Chiara shook her head. “She still died. My best wasn’t good enough.”

Matteo slowly nodded. “That’s true of all of us. Me, you, the other guards, that girl’s family. We all bear the burden of losing a bright light. Just don’t let that loss worm its way into your heart. We need to be at our best, so she is the last loss of the journey, not the first.”

Chiara stood up and took a deep breath. She patted him on his shoulder and walked off to stand watch while the caravan recovered from the attack. Matteo wanted to join her, but he needed to get his ribs seen to.

Their healer was looking at Diego’s leg. The guard was still on the ground, wincing as she slowly massaged his leg. She said, “This would heal on its own in a few days. I am only speeding things up. But you will need to snack constantly for the next six hours. Don’t let your belly get empty.”

“Thanks, Maria. I don’t know what we would do without you,” Diego said as he started to strap his armor back on.

The healer Maria turned to Matteo and said, “Are you hurt, too?”

“Yeah, I think I broke a few ribs,” Matteo said. He reached up to take his chestplate off, and hissed in pain. “And I think I will need some help to get the armor off.”

She reached up and started unbuckling things for him. As she worked, she said, “If they are really broken, there isn’t much I can do about that. My artifact doesn’t mend bones, sorry. But I can at least get the bruising down, which will speed up the healing process. You will probably be in pain for a week or two, depending on your constitution stat.”

Her comment made him think back to the artifact stored in his forearm. He had been planning on selling it in Carcassonne, but maybe he would get someone to help him heal his ribs before then. Or maybe he should just keep it. He was learning that the ability to mend bones was rare. The only problem was that he didn’t want to use the artifact himself. It was deeply unpleasant to remove his arm and lose the stats that came with it.

It was interesting watching Maria work her magic. She had him take off his armor and gambeson. His chest was a deep red, already turning purple. She dipped her hand into a small pot she wore at her side. She acted like she had pulled something out of the clay pot, but her hand was empty. Then she massaged her hands across his chest, as if she was spreading a salve across his body. Wherever she touched, the pain faded away. It didn’t heal him immediately, but it did feel better. The process was strangely intimate.

Once she was done, she gave him the same admonishment to eat constantly, then helped him get dressed again. He pulled out a stack of jerky from his bag and started snacking on it. The caravan got moving again shortly after that. Matteo walked along with Chiara, trying to make sure she didn’t spiral into depression. He wasn’t sure he succeeded.

There wasn’t much he could do. He didn’t want to try to force her to be happy. Or to not grieve the loss of the child. He was sad too. All he felt like he could do was be there with her and engage her when she felt like talking.

It didn’t help that rain clouds rolled in the next morning. It started raining shortly after that. It didn’t let up the entire day. It was miserable for everyone. Matteo had gotten used to the dry zones in the south. This never ending rain was torture for him. It was worse for the civilians. They didn’t have his stats, and the handcarts frequently got stuck in the mud. At night, most of the caravan had to bed down without adequate protection from the rain. Matteo had brought a waterproof tent in his dimensional bag, but the guards didn't let him use it. They wanted him stationed under the handcarts on the outer edge. He let Luna and Karlotta use the tent instead.

The constant rain increased the monster attacks. The monsters that had been in caves and ravines were forced up by sudden flood waters. The guards were soon busier than ever. The only silver lining was that sometimes artifacts floated up with the monsters as well. Red Cap kept the artifacts, but promised to pass them out at the end of the journey. Matteo estimated that each guard would get two artifacts by the time they got there. It wasn’t enough to make the rain worth it.

They were ambushed more than once. Diego’s tremor sense didn’t work as well in the rain, and wasn’t able to give them advanced warning. The owlbear duo wasn’t hard to fight. They were strong, but slow. The blight twigs were worse. A dozen of them came up on the caravan from behind, attacking when civilians strayed too close to the tree line. The plant monsters were easy to kill, but their blight magic worked on touch. Five humans died before the rear guards were able to kill the last of them.

Chiara grew more determined to keep the rest of the caravan safe. She took to sending terror wasps into the forest a bit, hoping to lure out any ambushes. The continual use of her artifact put a mental strain on her. It was clearly affecting her, and Matteo was only minimally effective at convincing her to take breaks. When her wasps discovered a displacer beast, she felt vindicated. Her breaks were few and far in-between after that. The pressure was getting to her.

Matteo tried to help her out, to keep her sane, but he didn’t help much. Instead, her paranoia rubbed off on him, and he started occasionally casting the ears rune on himself. He also spent more time practicing runes and experimenting with rune words.

He discovered a new rune word shortly after lunch, oil-fireball-force trap. He jogged away from the caravan for a bit to test it out. It created a small glowing ball. Matteo was worried that was all that it would do, but then he threw a rock at it. The ball exploded with fire and a strong shockwave. It was an explosive mine.

There were plenty of situations where that would be very useful. Protecting a bunch of squishy people was not one of those situations. He made a note of the rune word and kept experimenting with new words.

The second night of rain prompted Red Cap to change things up. She sent them to take refuge in three different cave systems nearby. It was dangerous to split up like that, but Red Cap deemed it necessary. Most of the civilians didn’t have a waterproof tent or covering. Having them sleep out in the rain and mud was just as dangerous as sleeping near monsters.

It turned out that they didn’t have a lot of ways to create light, at least not ways that wouldn’t smoke them out. Matteo ended up on illuminate duty, walking from cave to cave to light up the areas the guards were keeping watch in. It was a long night. When he did get a few hours to sleep in the morning, it was fitful. His ribs were still hurting almost constantly. The healer had reassured him that he was healing well, but it didn't feel like it.

The next day, Matteo continued to experiment with rune words. Most of his attempts revolved around the force trap rune. He wanted an effect with the force element. He figured that would be the most likely rune to get him something powerful, while still being useful around people.

On the night of the fourth day, had a new idea, one that could round out his monster killing skills. He didn’t know why he hadn’t thought of it before. He couldn’t wait to try it out in the morning. His plans were thrown awry when someone woke him up early.

"Matteo, wake up! Karlotta is missing! I can't find her anywhere," Luna said as she shook him awake. Her eyes were wide, and she was panting from exertion.
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Matteo startled awake, hitting his head on the handcart above him. He groaned and rolled out from underneath. He sprung to his feet and said, “Karlotta’s missing?”

“Yes, I’ve looked everywhere and I can’t find her,” Luna said and paced away, then hurried back.

“Where did you see her last?”

“I sent her to get water from the village condenser, and she never came back,” Luna said quickly. “I talked to them and they said she never got to the condenser,” she said, pain evident in her voice.

“We will find her, don’t worry,” Matteo said and patted her on the shoulder.

He couldn’t help but notice how she flinched at his touch. He ignored it and looked around. Karlotta couldn’t have gone far. There was no way she would have left the ring of guards around the camp. Chiara had woken up at the same time he had and gave him a nod. With the three of them searching, it shouldn’t take too long to find her.

They had slept in the middle of a forest clearing again last night. Luna and Karlotta had been staying in Matteo’s tent in the middle of the formation. The man with the condenser artifact usually stayed on the western side of the formation to make it easier for everyone to find him. They just needed to comb the area between the center and the western edge.

Before they could get far, they heard screams ahead of them. There were monsters attacking the camp on the northern edge. Matteo paused for a moment, wondering if he should help the guards. It wasn’t his sector, though; he and Chiara were assigned to guard the southern edge of camp. He would trust the northern guards to do their jobs.

He got ten more feet before he heard fighting behind him. He stopped and gave the valley a good look. There were monsters attacking from three sides now, two groups of undead wolves and a pair of bombardier beetles. He growled in frustration and raced back to defend the caravan. As much as he wanted to help find Karlotta, saving the caravan from attacking monsters took precedence.

The skeletal monsters were new, something Matteo hadn’t ever seen. They looked like mostly decomposed wolves, complete with scraps of fur hanging on bones. Between the two groups of undead, there were over thirty of them attacking the camp. They were the same size as standard wolves, only four feet tall. The bound guards fighting them weren’t having much trouble knocking them back. The problem came from the fact they wouldn’t stay down. Every time the wolf bones got knocked apart, they reassembled themselves a few seconds later.

One of the guards had a maul, and was having better luck with shattering their skulls. The undead wolves started avoiding him before he could get close. There was a large wolf in the back, racing back and forth, but not engaging. It was likely the source of their coordination. Matteo almost ran in that direction, but a strange sound stole his attention first.

It sounded like a pop and a sizzle, much like cooking bacon, only much louder. It was the bombardier beetle, shooting a spray of acid out its butt. The guards had run out to meet the enormous insects, and were in the path of the acid. There were three bound in the spray’s path and each one reacted differently. One dropped into a hole she created, disappearing well before the spray hit. Another one knelt down and covered his body with his kite shield. The final one casually put his arm in front of his face and kept walking forward. The acid hit the large man and slid off.

Matteo headed their way. The two giant beetles were the greater threat. One spray could kill several civilians at once. The second beetle hadn’t gotten close to the camp yet, but it had already turned around and stuck its butt in the air. That made it a perfect target for a fireball. He sent one screaming downrange as soon as he could.

The fireball hit as the beetle was just starting to shoot its acid. The explosion knocked the monster back and lit the acid on fire. The aerosolized acid was apparently flammable enough to create an even larger explosion. The attack carbonized that beetle and injured the one next to it. The distraction allowed the guard that was immune to acid to walk up and chop the insect’s head off.

Just like that, the two biggest threats were gone. Matteo hadn’t even made it all the way over there. He turned back to the undead wolves. There were six bound fighting them, but more than two dozen monsters still fighting. Chiara was their most effective fighter. She sent groups of wasps at the wolves, boxing them in before converging on the head. Then they would move onto the next monster.

Matteo traced out a full strength ears rune as he ran. As soon as it was done, he used it on the largest wolf, hoping to disrupt their coordination. It didn’t even notice the attack. Apparently, the spell didn’t work on the wolf, since its ears had rotted out. He shook his head and traced out something different. He went with his old standby, the fan rune. He hadn’t used it as much recently because it was weak, but it might still interrupt their coordination.

Once he was in range, he placed the spell directly in front of the largest wolf. As expected, the monster ran into the spell and shattered it right away. The undead wolf fell into a few dozen pieces, and Matteo laughed. It looked so ridiculous right now. The bones wiggled and started reassembling themselves.

Matteo had been tracing out a waterjet, hoping to cut the bones up while they were still on the ground. He was too slow.

A different bound took advantage of his attack to open up a small portal underneath the wolf’s skull. It fell inside and the rest of the bones deanimated. Whoever it was started doing the same to the remaining undead, disappearing the head as soon as someone knocked it apart. The fight was over shortly after that.

Matteo jogged back to where he had left Luna, Chiara joining him as he went. Luna wasn’t there. She must have rushed off to find her daughter. Matteo reminded himself not to panic. None of the monsters had made it into camp this time, so Karlotta should still be safe.

Chiara jogged closer to the middle of the formation, and Matteo went closer to the outside edge. They both called Karlotta’s name as they ran. He expected some of the other caravan members to join in on the search, but everyone ignored their yelling. They were focused on making breakfast instead.

Fifteen minutes later, Matteo was getting as worried as Luna. They still hadn’t found her. The three of them periodically checked in on each other, and nothing. No one had seen her after Luna sent her for water.

Since he hadn’t found her in any of the logical places, he started looking in illogical places. He looked in the center tent area, and then the outer rim of handcarts. He kept yelling her name the entire time. He was getting complaints about the noise. Red Cap heard about the commotion and joined in his search. When she did, three older women joined in as well, and they split up to search for Karlotta once more.

Matteo was walking by a tent on the northern edge of the camp when he heard something. It sounded like someone was whispering his name. He walked up to the tent.

“Can I help you?” An older man said gruffly. He stood in front of the tent with his hands on his hips.

“Yeah, open up your tent. I am looking for a lost little girl,” Matteo said.

The man gestured away. “She ain’t in there. Move along, boy.”

Matteo stood up straighter. “I am one of the caravan’s bound guards. I am ensuring the safety of the people within. Step out of the way, now.”

The man’s eyes widened when Matteo said “bound”. He dropped his hands and said, “The only one in there is a family friend. We were going back to her mother soon.”

Matteo shoved him aside and stepped into the tent. It was one of the larger tents, big enough to stand upright in. The floor was strewn with pillows piled high. There were a pair of women in the tent. One of them was holding Karlotta in her arms, her hands clapped to her ears.

As soon as he saw her, he stomped forward and grabbed her out of the woman’s arms. “Are you alright, Karlotta?” he asked.

She seemed confused to see him here, but nodded anyway. “I’m fine.”

The woman that had been holding her said, “We were just playing a game with her to keep her happy. She was lost.”

Matteo set Karlotta down on his left side and held her close to him. What was going on here? She had been missing for more than a half hour, but she seemed fine. Was it possible she didn't know she had been kidnapped?

Karlotta seemed to recover her nerve and said, “I wasn’t lost. You said I had to come here. I didn’t like that game. I want to go back to my mom.”

“Yeah, let’s do that right now,” Matteo said.

His blood was pumping louder in his ears, and he felt like he would be seeing red soon. These people were scum and clearly lying. He walked with her out of the tent. He didn’t see the old man that had tried to block him from the tent. He must have run off.

Matteo was torn between chasing the man down and returning Karlotta to her mother. He knew the right thing was to take care of the girl first, but it grated on him that these people had taken her and might get away with it. He wanted to tie up the women and run down the man, but he didn’t want to traumatize Karlotta. She still thought this was just a weird game.

A pair of people in a nearby tent had been watching everything mutely. Matteo pointed his metal arm at them and said, “I will be back for them. Take care of it.” The couple looked at him with a dumbfounded expression. They probably wouldn’t do anything. He kept walking towards the camp center.

“Momma!” Karlotta yelled and ran towards Luna.

She saw her daughter and ran up and scooped her up. Luna started bawling right away.

“I’m sorry, momma. I shouldn’t have wandered off. Please don’t be sad,” Karlotta said.

“No, no, dear. I’m not sad. I’m happy you are back. I am going to keep you safe, don’t you worry,” Luna said. She looked up at Matteo. “Thank you. I don’t know… thank you.”

Matteo nodded. “We need to talk later. Glad everything is alright now.”

He quickly jogged back to the northern edge of the camp. He saw the tent where Karlotta had been taken. It had been ransacked, pillows and equipment strewn everywhere. Had the neighbors fought them?

“They ran off,” someone said from nearby.

Matteo turned to see the same couple he had pointed at earlier.

When she saw the frown on his face, she hurried to add, “Walter had a crossbow. There wasn’t anything we could do. My husband ran to get a guard, but they were gone by the time he came back.”

A metal grinding sound came from Matteo’s right fist. It took some willpower to unclench it and not punch everyone here. They must have seen something strange was happening, and did nothing. This is what happens when you have a neighborhood of people that only looked out for themselves. He plodded back to Luna and gave her a rundown of what had happened. He had to talk around it because the woman didn’t want to let go of her daughter. She asked what was next. He didn’t really know.

In the end, all that he could do was tell Red Cap what happened and let everyone know they had found the missing girl. It grated on him that the scum had gotten away, but it wouldn’t be for long. Even if the man had a dozen crossbows, there were enough nearby monsters to eat the runaways. Monsters eating monsters.

It took some time for him to calm down. When he finally did, it was lunchtime. He and Chiara were eating with Luna and Karlotta. They always ate together, Luna cooking for the two bound.

The calm routine helped Matteo remember the rune idea he had last night. He had noticed that the runes were somewhat representational. The waterjet rune had wavy lines, the fireball rune had a stylized fire shape in the middle, etc. Matteo wanted a rune like the force trap, but without the trap part. If he could find a rune with a similar center, he might be in business. He still had the unknown runes scratched into the cover on his metal arm. Maybe one of them would be what he wanted.

So far, he hadn’t experimented with the unknown runes because rune words seemed like a better avenue for success. If the director hadn’t been able to figure out the unknown runes, who was he to think he could?

That estimation changed when he thought about comparing the known runes to the unknown ones. If he could get an idea of what type of rune he was experimenting with, it would make things much easier.

There were six unknown runes. Two of them looked like a variation on the rearrange rune, one looked like a more complex illuminate rune, and two more looked like nothing he had seen before. But the last one looked very promising. It looked like it had components of the force trap rune.

He quickly traced it out, hoping that it would create a force style attack. It was just the type of attack he needed in his repertoire. One that hit hard, but didn’t endanger the people around him. As soon as the spell completed, his heart fell. It had been successful, but he was in the middle of the camp. He couldn’t test it right now. He reluctantly stored the spell.

After a quick and filling breakfast, they were on the move again. Matteo waited until after the most recent attack and ran ahead a few hundred feet. He didn’t want to harm anyone by accident. He pointed his pen at a pile of leaves and activated the stored spell.
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A thin shaft of blue light sprang from the pen’s tip. Matteo took a step back, and the light came with him. It hovered an inch above the tip of the pen. The blue light was four feet long, about two inches wide, and invisible when seen edge on. It was basically a super thin beam of light.

He carefully hit it up against a nearby tree. He tapped the flat edge up against the side of the tree. The light stayed solid. So this was basically a sword spell. Matteo shrugged. It would be useful in many situations, but he was already carrying a sword by his side. He rarely used it because monsters were tough.

He turned and swung at the tree edge on to test its sharpness. The blue sword passed all the way through the three foot wide tree. He looked at the sword again. Was it some sort of ghost sword? That was bizarre.

He realized his mistake when the tree started to fall. The force sword had cut through the tree with absolutely no resistance. He jumped out of the way of the falling tree trunk and laughed. This was better than a mundane sword, way better. He wondered if it could cut through anything. He raced over to a larger tree, one about four feet wide.

The thicker tree fell to the sword as well. He laughed again and looked around for something else to test it on. There was a boulder right over there. He chopped down on the boulder with an overhand strike. Slowly, the rock fell into two pieces with a thump. Matteo closed his eyes and smiled. So satisfying.

He tried to carve a smiley face on the flat side of the boulder, but the spell fizzled out halfway through. It was probably like the armor spell; he got a certain amount of cutting power before it failed. The sword would probably cut through a lot of goblins, but only a few cockroaches. He would have to test it to see exactly what the limits of his spell were.

The rest of the day was spent in exhaustive testing of the new spell. It was a delight for Matteo. He felt like he was playing all day. He carefully noted how the thin blade behaved in a variety of situations, cutting and stabbing, slapping and slicing. Dinner time came much too soon.

Luna and Karlotta listened to his excited ramblings about his new spell. Chiara was already zoning out, having heard all of this earlier. After a short while, their eyes glazed over too. Matteo stopped gushing, realizing that this was just one of those things that wasn’t universally interesting.

He noticed that the three women seemed beaten down. They were halfway through their journey, but it was wearing on all of them. The near constant monster attacks had them on edge. There had to be something he could do about that. He couldn’t change their situation, but he might be able to improve it a bit.

Despite their disinterest in his magic runes, he thought that the answer might lie in them. He checked his list and wrote out a rune word, crystal-fan-ears. It was one of the first rune words he had discovered, back home on the shell. Once it was ready, he shot the spell into the air.

Twenty feet above their heads, eleven crystals formed. Each one was a different size, ranging from three feet to ten feet. They slowly started to turn, spinning faster and faster until they started making a sound.

The crystals warbled and trilled. The rune word spell was playing music, a song from the founder’s time. He watched the realization dawn on their faces. Their expressions softened, posture relaxed. The music was beautiful. It was calm and meandering, the crystal song stretching out across the clearing. Matteo noticed dozens of faces transforming with the music. It didn’t make their situation any better, but it felt more manageable now.

…

They saw the top of the citadel hours before they reached it. It pierced the sky like a staff of the gods. It was clear how it got its name. It was so tall that the people manning the farms below got an eclipse every day.

The sight almost made Matteo cry. He was so ready to be done. The last ten days had been grueling. He was exhausted mentally and physically. He was so ready to be done. Every day had been full of constant fighting, and almost every night as well. He had tried to turn the tide with his force sword, but it hadn’t always worked. The magic sword only cut if the edge was perfectly aligned. He had gotten some nasty cuts from a ringworm after his sword bounced off its hide. He ended up slicing off the head of a cockroach the next day, so the spell wasn't useless. His repertoire was mostly ranged attacks, the force sword was mostly a backup rune for when the monsters got too close.

That sadly happened more and more. The closer they got to their destination, the harder monsters they had to fight. Time and time again, the guards had failed to save everyone. It had been brutal. After all that, the tower in front of him felt like salvation.

The enormous building was made of a green stone, one that founders seemed to like. No one had said it, but Matteo assumed it was a founder’s ruin. More precisely, a building from their time. It was strange seeing a building from the founder’s time still standing, particularly one that hadn’t been hidden away. There was a reason this tower stood when all the other founder buildings had long ago fallen to wild kaiju. He just didn’t know it yet.

It felt like a breath of fresh air when the caravan left the forest and saw the empty valley in front of them. Everyone’s spirits lifted, and the group was much more jovial. The local defenders must patrol out this far, because Matteo didn’t see a single monster between them and the tower.

As they walked closer, the scale of the Eclipse Citadel became clearer. It wasn’t some thin tower, it was a behemoth. It was as wide as a standard village, and unfathomably tall. As they grew close, Matteo got brief vertigo looking up at the immense tower.

A contingent of spider riders rode out to meet the caravan as they approached. The city’s bound had somehow tamed the eight-legged monsters and created mounts of them. The sight of them made Matteo’s skin crawl and his hand kept itching to trace out a spell and kill them all. Since he was part of the vanguard, he had to stand uncomfortably close as they talked with Diego.

“Ho there, convoy,” the lead bound said. He gestured with his spear and said, “I imagine there is a story behind all this.”

“You weren’t told about our caravan? We called the citadel with our seashell before we left,” Diego said.

The leader shrugged and said, “Nope. They usually tell us about this kind of stuff. You coming from Bodie Town? That old mine finally dry up?”

“No, we are a contingent from Cripple Creek, south instead of east. Our town just got eaten by one of Carcassonne’s war kaiju,” Diego said with a sigh.

The man tsked. “Bad business, that. They should take the time to find untapped crystallium veins, but they never do. They just look at a map and decide who is going to be homeless.”

Diego nodded. “You said it. Anyway, are we cleared to approach the citadel?”

“Sure, y'all can come visit. Always got room for visitors,” the man casually said. “If you want to apply to be Eclipse Citadel citizens, that’s a different matter. Any of you planning on that?”

“I think so, yes. Some of us are moving on, but I suspect a large contingent would like to stay here for a bit,” Diego replied.

“Yep, yep, thought so. The citadel is picky, though. Almost as picky as the capitol. We can let you all stay for two rotations, but after that, most of you will have to move on,” the leader said. His spider mount took a few steps to the side, preparing to turn around.

Matteo had to stop himself from reacting to the spider’s sudden movement. Diego wasn’t fazed and said, “I figured as much. Any advice for those that want citizenship?”

“It’s hard to say. The people they let in got some talent that the governor wants. Seems to change all the time,” the man said and scratched his neck. “That said, there are some that always seem to get a spot. Any fighter over level eight is guaranteed a spot. Anyone with enchanting experience gets in. They always want more farmers, but only those that have an artifact to help on the farm. There are others, but those are the three main ones. We will get y’all some brochures when you get to the gates.”

Diego nodded, and the spider riders scuttled off. Matteo was happy to see them go. The caravan continued onward, drawing ever closer to the citadel. Matteo wondered what it was like inside. What made the city so desirable that they had to be picky about who they let inside? The founder's magic must be at least somewhat functional since it was still standing. What else was still working?

It wasn't long before everyone was lined up in front of the green tower. There was an intake process and although the line moved at a regular pace, there were a lot of people in their caravan. While they waited, Matteo and Chiara wandered back to the middle of the formation to talk to Luna. The entire caravan was waiting in the shade, all thousand of them. Some had already sat down, expecting the processing to take a while.

“Hey Luna, Karlotta,” Matteo said with his arms wide. “We made it!”

Karlotta ran up to him and hugged him tight. “I knew you could do it. You are the best apprentice ever. You are going to be a superb chef one day.”

“One day? I’m not good enough right now?” Matteo said.

She shrugged her shoulders. “I just call it like I see it.”

That had Luna and Chiara laughing. Matteo folded his arms in mock anger.

Chiara said, “Maybe you can give him more chef training after we get inside.”

“Speaking of which, what’s the holdup?” Luna said.

“Some of the people ahead want to apply to be citizens. Apparently, that process takes some time. I bet if you wanted to skip ahead and just apply for a visitor pass, that would probably be much faster,” Chiara said.

Luna tipped her head back and forth, and then said, “Actually, I think we will take the longer line. If we could get citizenship here, I wouldn’t have to beg my parents for a place to stay. Their place in Carcassonne is tiny, and I hear the citizens here have huge apartments. So much room.”

“If there is so much free room inside, how come they don’t let everyone live here?” Karlotta said with a pout.

“They probably can’t feed everyone that wants to live here,” Matteo said. “The spider-riders said that they are always looking for farmers with artifacts.”

“Spider-riders?” Karlotta said. She must not have seen them from her position in the caravan.

“Yeah, the Rangers here have tamed huge spiders. Big disgusting things that can skitter around faster than you can run. They could probably eat you in a single gulp,” Matteo said.

Karlotta’s eyes went wide.

Luna gave him a side eye for scaring her kid. Karlotta leaned forward and said, “That is so cool! Where are they? Can I see them?”

“Uh…” Matteo eloquently said. “I don’t know where they are now.”

Chiara stepped in and said, “Matteo, why don’t you take Karlotta to go find their spider-riders? It looks like this line is going to take hours. It will keep her from getting bored.”

Matteo gave her a puckered frown. She must have seen how uncomfortable the spider monsters made him. Karlotta pulled on his chest plate and looked up at him with big eyes. She had an earnest and hopeful look, one that Matteo had no defense for.

“Fine, fine. Let’s go. I think there might be some near the outer gates,” Matteo said and held out his hand.

“Yay!” Karlotta said. She grabbed his hand and started pulling him along.

To Matteo’s dismay, they quickly found the giant spiders. There was a stable attached to the outer walls. The city defenders didn’t want to let him in, but Karlotta managed to talk her way inside. Matteo spent the next half hour learning about spiders and his increasingly severe phobia of them.

Eventually, the spider riders had to go back to work, and Matteo led Karlotta back to the line. In their absence, a few hundred people had been processed through the intake. That still meant there were hundreds of people ahead of Luna in line. Matteo and Chiara stayed with Luna and Karlotta, chatting about nothing to pass the time.

The sun was low on the horizon by the time it was their turn. They walked through the outer gates and across the courtyard. Then they walked through a small side door into the citadel proper.

The Eclipse Citadel was unlike any city Matteo had ever been in. It reminded him of the founder's temples. It was full of long corridors and straight lines. The walls were constructed of the same green stone as the outside, mixed with a white and gray stone. Unlike the founder’s temples Matteo was used to, this building was beautiful. Instead of utilitarian walls and doors, every inch of the tower was covered in beautiful designs.

Most of the designs were abstract, but every so often the walls sported murals. Scenes of farming and building cropped up every so often. The artifacts of the founders were larger than the ones of today. They were so large that the farmers sat inside of them as they plowed their fields. The construction murals weren’t clear, but they had multiple artifacts that would let them hover and create building materials.

They were ushered into a side room before Matteo could study them more. An attendant was directing everyone into alcoves, one per family. The four of them separated into three groups, and Matteo found himself in front of a large plaque. The attendant told them that it was a connection to the spirit of the citadel and he would come around to everyone to explain how to commune with the spirit.

Matteo glanced at the plaque and then stumbled back in shock.
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Matteo’s brain needed a minute to catch up to what he was seeing. The plaque in front of him was supposedly the connection to the citadel’s spirit. So why did the writing and format on the plaque look identical to his pen’s interface? Everything was the same, right down to the blue color.

	Would you like to begin the citizen application process?

	Yes
	No

		


The implications were startling. This meant the founders had access to the same magical interface as the ones that came with artifacts. He had always been told that artifacts came from Ma'at, creations of the goddess, when the right conditions existed. This blue plaque in front of him indicated otherwise. This application process was clearly the work of the founders. Did that mean that the artifacts were the work of the founders as well? That was a worrying thought. Blasphemous too. He shivered and tried to put the thought out of his head. He decided to start the process. He mentally tried to select yes, as he did with his pen interface, but it didn’t work. He reached up to physically touch the plaque. Once he touched yes, the screen flashed, and the writing changed.

	Please select the interface route you would like to apply under. Please choose wisely. Each family may only select one, and you cannot try again for six months.

	Artifact Bound with a Combat Focus
	Artifact Bound with a Utility Focus
	Mundane Citizen with Special Skills

			


Matteo considered things for a bit. Despite what the attendant had said, he wasn't communicating with the citadel's spirit. This was founder's magic they had repurposed. He had to decide if he wanted to play along. He didn’t actually plan on staying here long term. Even if Luna got citizenship here, he wanted to move on to Carcassonne later. Since he wasn’t taking this application seriously, he decided to pick utility focus. His pen had some utility focus, if you ignored all of its destructive power.

	Please Choose the most Appropriate Focus

	Farming
	Clerical 
	Cooking

	Education
	Construction
	Enchanting

	Transportation
	Crafting
	Other...

			


Matteo smiled and selected enchanting. He hadn’t expected that to actually be an option. The next few screens asked questions about his age and family and other personal questions. Then the screen changed to green.

	Congratulations! You have been provisionally accepted as a citizen.
	In order to be fully accepted as a citizen of Eclipse Citadel, you must agree to the following and undergo an in person interview with the governor’s assistant. 
In exchange for full citizenship, housing, and medical care, do you agree to: 
	Swear fealty to Eclipse Citadel for at least one year. 

	Work at least thirty-four hours a week on city assigned tasks. 

	Obey all reasonable requests from city government and Wardens. 



	Agree and Accept 	Reject Offer
		


That was a lot to agree to. Matteo hadn’t expected that their requirements would be that strict. He understood that housing here was desirable, they were completely safe from monster attacks after all. Still. They were providing a lot, but were asking too much. This was only a few steps above slavery. This offer didn’t even include food. He would have to work most of the week for the citadel and the rest of the week, just to afford to eat.

Before he could hit the option for reject, a voice rang out behind him, “Oh, looks like we have a green screen over here. Congratulations, sir.”

Matteo turned to say, “Thanks, but I…”

The attendant ignored him and gestured to a door that led further into the city. He tried to usher Matteo on while he said, “I know you must be happy, but don’t celebrate yet. A final interview is still needed to make it official. It will be with one of our city’s top administrators, a human this time.”

Matteo ducked around his arm and selected the reject offer option. The screen turned back to a blue screen. “What I was saying was that I don’t want to accept the offer. The city asks too much.”

The attendant seemed offended. He huffed and turned away. The commotion distracted a few of the other test takers, and Matteo shrugged apologetically. He walked over to stand near Chiara. She hadn’t taken the test, not wanting to move here. Together, they waited to see how Luna did. She joined them shortly after that. Her scowling face let them know everything they needed to know.

Together, they walked out of the intake halls and into the city proper. It was open in the middle of the city, a huge shaft extending into the sky. Red light of the sunset filtered in from above. They must have a mirror or something in the distant ceiling. There were balconies and bridges crisscrossing the central shaft, enough that you couldn’t see where the light was coming from.

On the ground floor, there was a busy market full of stalls. There were aisles of produce on the left and aisles of housewares on the right. On the other side of the circle were prepared food vendors. Matteo looked up again. This inner shaft wasn’t a circle, it was a hexagon. He smiled. That was a nice little taste of home right there. The houses on Tartaruga’s shell were all hexagons, unlike the square and round construction found elsewhere.

Now that they were inside, he got a better perspective on the scale of this city. It was a city, not a town. Their thousand refugees didn’t even fill up the market on the ground floor, let alone the dozens of floors above them. Matteo could see people walking across bridges ten floors up. Beyond that, the floors seemed deserted. Maybe no one wanted to live higher than that. Ten floors were already a lot of stairs.

There was a spiral staircase on each of the six corners. The staircases were wide enough for four people to walk abreast. Matteo’s eyes widened when he realized that wasn’t the only way up and down. There was a floating platform with a railing slowly descending from high above. It had five people on it, each one wearing expensive attire. Three of them wore armor and carried shields. The other two looked like mages from the stories, stiff robes with gold and silver filigree. Matteo stopped his gawking when he heard Chiara talking behind him.

“Excuse me, can you tell us where to find an inn?” she said to a stall owner nearby.

“We don’t have inns here. You gotta eat and sleep in different places. There are plenty of hotels on the second floor, but if you want to save your money, I would head up to the sixth floor. The rooms there are just as good and cost half the price. After that, you can head down to the fifth floor for food. There are a lot of good options there. All the best restaurants are open to the shaft. Don’t eat at the ones closer to the outer wall. And when you need a bracelet, you come see me,” the stall owner said with a smile.

Chiara smiled and said, “Thank you very much for that advice.” She tossed him a pair of rings.

The four of them nodded to each other and headed towards the closest stairwell. They were all ready for a soft bed. Luna took the lead and started walking up. They went single file so their packs didn’t run into anyone.

They reached the second floor and kept walking up. Luna didn’t glance at the hotels there. As they arrived at the third floor, Matteo noticed that Karlotta was starting to tire. He reached up and grabbed her pack, lifting it up with her still strapped to it. She turned back and grinned at him. She pretended she was still walking, her feet hovering above the stairs.

Eventually, they made it up to the sixth floor and looked around. There was a wide walkway between the railing and the businesses on that floor. Hallways broke up the walls, spaced regularly in a radial design. The construction here was still clearly founder’s design, but the residents had added to it. Signs jutted out from above the doorways, advertising what they did.

Luna started walking towards a sign that said ‘Hotel 6’. Not the most original name for a hotel on the sixth floor. Karlotta stopped her and said, “Mom, look! That one has a tiger on it. We have to go there.”

She was pointing to a hotel on the far side of the concourse, one that had a crouching tiger on its sign. It was right next to a hotel with a hiding dragon. The tiger hotel had gold and black stripes painted around the windows and doorway. It was clearly a more expensive hotel than the one she had been heading for.

Luna sighed and said, “Alright sure. Let’s go there tonight. We can check for better rates in the morning.”

Karlotta happily led the way to the tiger hotel. When she touched the door, it slid into the wall. A fancy hotel lobby revealed itself. Soon enough, they had three rooms booked. Matteo thought that five rings a night was way too much. He was definitely going to switch hotels in the morning.

The bath in the hotel room almost convinced him to stay. It was similar to the waterfall bath he experienced on the bear kaiju. This one used water runes to create concentrated warm rain. It felt so luxurious. The soap was a bit harsh, but he would happily take a bath here every night.

The bed in the room was nice, but he ended up getting out his hammock. It was what he was used to. He had missed using it on their journey here. As soon as he got in it, he was out like a candle. Or rather, a mana light. They were ubiquitous here.

The next morning, he dressed in his nicest civilian clothes. He was so glad not to need armor anymore. He walked out to the hotel lobby. There was a breakfast buffet there. He piled a plate full of potato pancakes and a white fruit he hadn't had before. It was called a mangosteen. He loved trying out new things. He sat down at a bench near the wall near Karlotta.

She had finished her breakfast and was playing with the wall. It was a magic device, similar to the plaques they used yesterday. This one was larger and had a row of static buttons on the bottom.

Karlotta looked up as he sat down and said, “Hurry up and eat. You need to meet the Red Cap on the second floor in seven minutes.”

Matteo said, “Seven minutes? That’s awfully specific.” He started eating while they talked. The potato pancakes were delicious, and the fruit was unusual. The mangosteen was delicious, but unlike any fruit he had before.

Karlotta touched a few buttons and new text appeared on the wall. She pointed up and said, “See here? Red Cap posted this last night to the general nexus. For everyone that hasn’t picked up their pay from the escort job, they need to meet her on the second floor. You haven’t picked up your pay yet, I know. She said she would be there from ten o’clock to eleven o’clock. This says it’s nine fifty-three now, so she should be there soon.”

“Huh,” Matteo said as he read the message on the wall. “Looks like you figured out how to use this thing pretty quick. How long have you been up?”

“An hour and thirty-seven minutes,” Karlotta said primly. “You slept in forever. I had lots of time to figure it out. Guillaume, that’s the front desk man, helped me out at first, but I know how to use it myself now.”

“Interesting. Who is allowed to use this general nexus?” Matteo said and studied the interface.

“Anyone. It’s like the mail,” Karlotta said. “Guillaume says everyone has one of these walls, and you can write out a message and anyone can read it. Look, see here, I wrote this one out.”

She pressed a few buttons that looked like runes and a new message appeared on the screen. It said Hello citadel, I’m Karlotta. I’m going to be playing on the first floor after lunch if you want to play too.

“Guillaume says most people don’t write stuff like that on the general nexus, but it’s ok that I did it this one time. It will be up on the nexus until the tower absorbs the message tonight,” Karlotta said.

“Good for you, Karlotta. I hope you get lots of playmates after lunch,” Matteo said. “For now, though, I am thinking of breakfast. Do you know if your mom and Chiara are up yet?”

“Chiara got up a little while ago. She’s on the balcony out front. My mom is right there,” Karlotta said and pointed. Luna was sleeping on the bench nearby.

Matteo hadn’t noticed her before. He softly said, “If she’s so tired, why doesn’t she go back to bed?”

“Mom doesn’t let me out of her sight anymore. She worries too much. When I started playing with the nexus, she said I couldn’t go anywhere and she was going to close her eyes for a moment,” Karlotta said and shook her head. “I knew she was sleeping right away.”

Matteo laughed and said, “Well, at least this way you got to explore the nexus. I am going to go find Chiara. The Red Cap has some artifacts for us as part of our pay and I am dying to get some level ups. I’ll come back and rescue you if your mom sleeps through lunch.”

She went back to exploring the nexus as he walked out to the balcony. The area in front of the hotel was wider than a standard road. He crossed it and stood next to the railing. The sixth floor didn’t sound that high, but it certainly felt like it. He looked up and down at the bridges all around. Each bridge was offset to the other, like spokes on a cartwheel. The thought popped into his head that he could probably jump from one bridge to the other without getting hurt. He shook his head to get rid of the intrusive thought.

Chiara was leaning up against the railing not too far away. Matteo walked over to her and greeted her. She seemed distracted, and didn’t look back at him.

“Hey Matteo. What do you think that is up there? It feels like a monster attack, but no one is freaking out,” Chiara said and pointed up the shaft.

Matteo looked up and his brain broke a bit. He looked back down and rubbed his temples. “Ug, what is that thing?”

Chiara had pointed out a distortion in the air above the tenth floor. It wasn’t something you could see from ground level, but up here you could see a flickering light just above the tenth floor. It was like a tear in reality that zipped around the tower’s shaft, like a barrier of some sort. Examining the distortion caused Matteo a sudden and intense headache.

“I know, right?” Chiara said. She glanced up without staring at it. “I want to ask around about it. If the rest of the city pretends not to see the gap in reality, we are out of here, alright? I’m not sticking around in a city that has been taken over by some illusion monsters. Or worse, mind controlling.”

Matteo nodded emphatically. Looking up had given him a bad feeling about the entire tower.
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Matteo glanced up again. He was very curious about what was going on above their heads. Examining the distortion, the tear in reality had given him a headache earlier. Thankfully, just glancing upward didn’t trigger the attack. He said, “It’s weird, whatever it is. Let’s go talk to Red Cap about it. We need to see her anyway, collect our pay.”

“Good idea,” Chiara said and gestured for him to lead the way. “It’s funny. Just last year, both of us would have been so focused on getting our pay first thing. Now that we are financially comfortable, money has taken a back seat.”

“Yeah. When all your basic needs are met, it’s easier to realize that money isn’t everything. When you are poor, it’s the one thing keeping you from happiness. When you have enough, it's easier to rearrange your priorities,” Matteo replied. “Of course, there are still some people that will never be satisfied, no matter how much money they have.”

Chiara nodded absently. She said, “Where do you think we should start looking? Do you think she has a stall on the ground floor?”

Matteo shook his head. “Karlotta told me where she is going to be. Apparently, there is a way to send letters magically in the tower. Red Cap posted a letter saying she would be on the second-floor balcony in a few minutes.”

“Interesting. How does the letter get to you? Is it like a little bird or?” Chiara said.

“No, it’s like those things we used yesterday. The words just appear on the wall and everyone has access to them,” Matteo said.

“Interesting. I bet that puts the town crier out of business,” Chiara said. “I wonder what else it’s used for.”

“Eh, I can’t imagine it being useful for much more than a mail delivery system,” Matteo said with a shrug.

They arrived on the second floor shortly after that. The spiral staircase spit them out on a floor similar and yet very different from the sixth floor. It had the same founder architecture, but every surface had been transformed. Instead of the green and white colors of the tower, this floor was full of yellows and blues. It looked like someone had painted every inch, including the ceiling and floor.

It was easy to find the caravan’s leader. Her eponymous Red Cap was the only spot of red around. They walked over to her and waited for her to finish her conversation with a city worker.

“Ah, Chiara and Matteo, glad to see you. You here for your payment?” Red Cap said.

Matteo nodded. He still didn’t know her name. He resolved right then and there to start learning people’s names when he was introduced. He hated not knowing the names of the people he was interacting with all the time. He wouldn’t start with Red Cap though, that would be too awkward.

“Almost everyone else got theirs yesterday,” the Red Cap said and dug into a large bag at her side. “It’s those damn games. I swear, they are addictive.”

“Games? What kind of games?” Chiara said.

Red Cap looked up. “You don’t know yet? Honestly, I am not sure I should tell you about it. They really are addictive.”

“Well, now you have to tell us,” Matteo said.

She sighed and said, “It’s the Kursaal Rooms. On this floor, all around the outer edges, they have games of chance and skill. Have either of you been to a casino?” When they shook their heads, she continued, “It’s a series of magical gambling halls, each room dedicated to a different game. Everyone thinks that they are going to be the one to strike it rich, but they never do.”

“Ah, no worries there. Neither of us are into gambling,” Chiara said.

Red Cap nodded seriously and said, “Keep it that way. Anyway, you each get two low-level artifacts and thirty-eight stater. Or if you just want stater, it would come to forty-six stater.”

“I’ll take the artifacts and the money,” Matteo said.

He thought it was interesting that they only valued their artifacts at four stater each. He would have expected it to be more. Maybe the market for them here wasn’t that great. Soon enough, Matteo and Chiara had the money and artifacts they could use to level up. They were about to go when Matteo remembered something.

"By the way, we saw something strange above the tenth floor. You can't see it from here, but it's like a tear in reality," Matteo said. "It gave us a headache just to look at."

"Yep, it'll do that to you," Red Cap said.

"So you've seen it before? What is it?" Chiara said.

She shrugged and said, "I don't know for sure, but it has something to do with the tower. People have only conquered the first ten floors. The upper floors are still wild magic. Or magical wards or something like that. I never really looked into it."

"Alright, as long as it's not dangerous," Chiara said.

"Nah, it's fine as long as you don't stare at it too much," the Red Cap said.

Someone else walked up for their pay and the conversation ended. That was fine by them. They wanted to absorb their artifacts right away, anyway. Matteo started with examining Chiara’s artifacts for her. That way she didn’t waste a low level artifact without leveling up. The yellow magic cup helped her increase her dexterity and the horse's harness promised to let her control her wasps better. She wanted to test it out right away, but that would be a bad idea in a crowded city.

Next up was Matteo. Based on the brightness of the magic coming from the two artifacts, he wasn’t sure if they would both level him up. It would be close either way. He briefly considered selling them instead of absorbing them, but he wanted the level up more than the money. The first one was a dud. The second one put a smile on his face.

	Fingerless Gloves of Speed (Green Magic 17)

	Artifact absorbed. Choose one to level up.

	Pen
	Body

		


That was an easy choice. He selected body. He didn’t have to read though the choices to upgrade, because the artifact only gave him one option for upgrading. Agility. It was a big jump, eleven points. He was very happy with the upgrade. He wondered if it was enough for an evolution. He checked his stat screen to see if there was any way to tell.

	Rune Scribe Pen Bond with Matteo Del Fante

	Affinity : 79%
	Green Aptitude : 66%

	Magic Energy : 20
	Strength : 15

	Flexibility : Medium
	Agility : 29

	Activation : Stored Runes
	Senses : 18

	Mana Pool : 46/50
	Constitution : 24

	Level 16

		


Twenty-nine agility. That was just insane. He jumped up and moved his arms around. He didn’t actually feel any different. Maybe he needed to try something more difficult. He attempted a handstand. He made it up, but fell when he tried to walk on his hands.

He sat down on the floor while Chiara laughed at his antics. He was dumbfounded. Walking on your hands was something that some mundane people could do. With twenty-nine agility, he should absolutely be able to do it, even though he had never tried before.

When he realized the problem, a smile broke across his face. It must be an evolution. If he didn’t get better at all things agility, he must have gotten better at one specific thing. He just had to figure out what it was. He started methodically testing everything he could think of.

Chiara started giggling when he tried to dance. Jumping made her laugh. By the time he actually figured out what the evolution was, she was howling. It was his hands. The evolution made his hands extraordinarily dexterous and fast.

Once he realized that, he pulled out his pen and traced out one of the longer runes, the force trap. Instead of ten seconds, it took him two seconds. He stared at his hands in shock. This was a huge boon for anyone, but particularly him. Being able to trace out his runes faster was a game changer. He would dominate the battlefield, sending fireballs and force traps, then slicing off the heads of anything that drew close.

He stood up. He wanted to go practice right away. Before he suggested to Chiara that they head outside, he had a better idea. “Hey, why don’t we check out the Kursaal Rooms while we are here?”

“You want to gamble? I thought you were smarter than that,” Chiara said.

“She said games of chance and skill,” Matteo said and moved his hand about. “I don’t have a lot of luck, but I just got a lot of skill.”

Chiara wryly shook her head, “Don’t you think they would have thought of that? Bound people are their main customers. They must have ways to make it hard for them, too.”

Matteo shrugged and held up his pouch of money. “We just got paid. Don’t you want some entertainment? Even if it’s just the entertainment of watching me lose my money?”

“Whatever, lead the way, twinkle-hands,” Chiara said.

Matteo grinned and started walking. They walked down one of the radial walkways towards the outer edge of the tower. The walk served to emphasize the size of the citadel. It was as long as a normal city block from the central shaft to the outer edges. That meant that one floor was as big as six city blocks.

They heard the Kursaal Rooms before they saw them. There were the sounds of chimes and bells. A large room full of people slowly came into view. There were floor to ceiling windows along the entire room. Which was weird because they hadn’t seen any windows from the outside. The view was nice, bright, and beautiful, particularly since he hadn’t seen outside since he entered the citadel yesterday.

Before they could enter the Kursaal, they had to pay a cover charge and exchange some stater for game tokens. Chiara made Matteo pay for her cover. He didn’t mind though, he saw a game right in front of them that should be easy for him with his enhanced agility. He would make the money back within minutes.

The Kursaal was a lot like a gambling hall, full of all the regular games, faro, senet, tiau, and mehen. That wasn’t the main draw to the rooms, though. There were magical games. Matteo assumed they had gotten some of the founder’s enchantments working and designed games to work around them.

One room to the left had a flock of phoenixes racing around the room, with people yelling for their favorites. The room to the right had the top half of a metal man dealing cards. Matteo tried to talk to the metal man, but apparently that wasn’t possible. Automatons could only perform pre-set functions. Matteo decided to play the game in front of him, something to do with fish.

There were a few dozen illusionary fish floating through the air. They swam as a school, darting and turning, always staying within the same ten by ten imaginary aquarium. There was an attendant on one end and competitors on the other end. The attendant yelled out the point of the game every so often.

“Hit the blue fish, win twenty stater!” the attendant yelled out. “Just two stater to play, and you win twenty. It’s just that easy. Two stater gets you five tries.”

There was a single blue fish swimming amongst the twenty or so white fish. It tended to stay in the middle of the school, but would periodically peek out. There was a group of tipsy teenagers flinging chits at the school. They invariably hit the whitefish, and the chits fell straight to the ground. They soon walked away, muttering.

Matteo walked up to the counter in front of the swarming fish and said, “Is it even possible? The blue fish is quick.”

The attendant walked up to the counter and grabbed a chit from the pile. “Course it is. It’s actually not that hard once you get the hang of it.” He turned and winged the chit at the school, spinning it up and around the other fish to hit the blue one. Once it hit, a spray of light flashed out, along with a soft tinkle. The other patrons yelled out, assuming someone had won.

Matteo shrugged and pulled out two stater worth of game tokens. “I’ll give it a go.”
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The attendant gave him five chits. Matteo tossed them lightly in his hand as stared at the blue fish swimming in the air. The chits small bits of light material, not bone but similar. It would make hitting the blue fish amongst the dozens of white ones difficult. He thought he could do it, anyway.

Matteo’s first throw didn’t even make it to the school of fish. The second throw was better. His third was close, but a different fish intercepted it. By the fourth throw, he felt like he had the throw down. It was just a matter of waiting for the right moment.

He missed. It was actually somewhat unbelievable. His hands were literally magical now. He shouldn’t be able to miss. He plunked down another pair of stater chips and waited for his chits.

“Matteo, haven’t you ever been to the circus?” Chiara said and leaned up against the counter.

“No, why?” Matteo said. He missed again.

“These games, they’re not games of skill or chance, there’s a trick,” Chiara said.

The attendant scowled at her while she continued, “It’s something like you need to hit right below it, or the chits are weighted funny, or something like that. The point is, you are going to spend more than twenty stater before you figure it out, if you ever do.”

Matteo looked at her with a raised eyebrow. “That sounds like a challenge.”

“What? No! Don’t throw your money away. You risked your life for that,” Chiara said.

Matteo laughed and said, “I’m just messing with you. I’m stopping here. Win or lose, I’m not getting more.”

He realized that Chiara might have a point. He stopped focusing on the blue fish alone and looked for a trick. He didn’t see anything in particular, but he did get a better idea of how the fish moved as a whole. He tossed a chit directly above the blue fish, just in case that was the trick. It missed. The chit flew all the way to the other side without hitting anything.

He realized something then. His throw was very similar to the previous ones that had been intercepted by nearby fish. This one hadn’t been intercepted at all. He snapped his fingers. That was it. The magic of the illusionary fish must be able to somehow sense the trajectory of the chit when it left his hand. During his last throw, the fish knew that he wasn’t going to hit, so they didn’t intercept his throw.

He remembered that the attendant had curved his throw, so that must be it. He threw his chit with a heavy spin on it. That one missed by a mile, but it gave him what he needed for his next throw. It missed as well. He gave his last chit a little kiss and sent it spinning towards the flowing fish.

It hit.

Matteo jumped in the air and shouted as the light flashed and the chimes sounded. Chiara gave him a high five. He was ecstatic. Not only did he win twenty stater, but he knew he could replicate the move.

The attendant slowly walked over to him and said, “Congratulations, sir. Can you please give me your hand? I need to stamp it so you can get free drinks for the rest of the day.”

Matteo held out his left hand and said, “Free drinks, too? Nice.”

The attendant stamped it with an ink hexagon and said, “In addition to the free drinks, you can’t play any of our skill games for the next six months. But you can still enjoy the many senet and mehen games we have available. Please show the waitress your stamp for the free drinks.”

That was a bit of a letdown, but at least he had won. His twenty-nine dexterity was concentrated in his hands and that had won him twenty stater. The attendant handed over the money and Matteo added it to his bulging money pouch. Chiara asked to go right afterwards. Matteo had been planning on staying and playing some more. At least taking advantage of his free drinks.

But then he remembered he had gotten to try out his level up, but Chiara hadn’t. She was probably antsy to go test it out. He nodded and said, “Let’s go blow shit up!”

Chiara laughed and shoved him hard enough to make him stumble back. They walked downstairs to the ground floor and out the front entrance. It was a different entrance than the one they used last night. This one was fifteen feet wide and ten feet tall. It felt stately and imposing. The founders knew how to make a statement. Matteo wondered what it would have been like to live during their times.

There was a field outside the citadel full of livestock. It made sense that they wouldn’t want the smelly animals inside the tower. Outer walls surrounded the animals, much shorter than Matteo was used to. These were only twenty feet tall. The city’s farms were outside those walls. It was an odd arrangement.

Matteo could see how it was easier to defend the city this way, since the walls had to cover a smaller area. It would put the farmers at risk, though. Even with the spider-riders out patrolling, they would still be vulnerable. He wondered if the government thought about that much. The officials were safe inside the citadel, where they didn’t have to worry about monster attacks.

It didn’t take long for Chiara to pull out her terror wasps. They hadn’t even left the shadow of the wall yet. At least she waited until they weren’t going to spook the animals. She brought out four of them and sent them circling around her. That was the easy part. She had always been able to do that.

A look of concentration passed over her face as she focused on them. They continued to orbit her, seemingly ignoring their queen. She huffed and dismissed all but one of them. Then she pointed at the ground and said, “Land.”

To Matteo’s shock, it worked. The terror wasp landed on the ground and didn’t explode. It crawled around the ground as Chiara whooped with joy. That was something she had never been able to do before. After a few moments, the terror wasp still exploded.

Chiara laughed and tried again. She was going to make this work. Matteo found a tree and sat down under it. If she could master this, she would be substantially more effective. It was worth the time.

While she worked, Matteo turned back to the Eclipse Citadel. He noticed something today that he hadn’t seen last time around. There was something different about the fifth, tenth, and fifteenth floors. Instead of a flat surface, there were balconies. He hadn’t seen them before because the gaps in the walls were only a few feet. He thought he could see something peeking out from the balcony. It reminded him of the ballista they had on the turtle. Some sort of founder weapon, probably.

He wondered how they powered everything. The citadel needed a lot of magic to keep working. Something he had been told was basically impossible. The local environment would power magic devices for a while, which is how founder’s temples worked. But that mana would eventually run dry. How had the citadel remained operational all these years?

Hopefully, there would be someone inside that knew the history. He would have to ask around. He needed to do that, anyway. They would have to find out about the next kaiju heading towards Carcassonne.

He had heard about a smaller caravan heading towards the capital, but Matteo had no intention of joining them. He was going to wait for a ride. The trip here was stressful enough. He couldn’t imagine what it would be like to head into an area with even more tier two and three monsters. He had talked to Luna about it, but she was leaning towards walking instead of riding.

Matteo thought she was being prejudiced. The people in mining towns had a natural hatred of kaiju, but they were objectively safer. Kids like Karlotta shouldn’t be subjected to the rough conditions of the trek north. He was planning on having Chiara talk to Luna privately about it. It would be easier for her to agree with the idea if it was coming from a woman.

When lunch time rolled around, Matteo convinced Chiara to stop practicing and head back into the citadel. They walked up to the sixth floor to see if Luna and Karlotta wanted to join them. The walk up six flights of stairs wasn’t bad without a pack weighing them down. Matteo could tell it would get old quick, though.

They didn’t find either of them at the hotel, but they had left a message. Apparently, great minds think alike and they suggested meeting for lunch on the fifth floor at a restaurant called Sir Eggington’s.

It wasn’t hard to find the right restaurant. It had a sign out front: an egg wearing a helmet and holding a sword. Matteo laughed when he saw it. They walked in and were escorted back to Luna’s table. They had just ordered and were waiting for their food.

“You are late. We got here eleven minutes ago,” Karlotta said.

Matteo laughed. “Sounds like you have spent too much time on the nexus. The exact time doesn’t really matter.”

“It does so,” Karlotta said and stuck out her tongue.

Matteo shook his head at her silliness. The waiter came back and Chiara and Matteo ordered lunch. He got something called shakshuka, an egg and tomato sauce dish. Chiara got an omelet.

While they waited for the food to arrive, they discussed their plans.

“I want to explore the citadel,” Matteo said. “We checked out their gambling halls earlier and I want to see more founder’s magic. I will also see if they know when the next kaiju is heading towards Carcassonne. It would be so much safer to ride a kaiju than continue with a caravan.”

Luna sighed. “Seems like a lot of people agree with you. I found out this morning that enough people dropped out of the caravan north that they canceled it. We will have to wait for the kaiju, no matter what. Hopefully, it comes soon. This city is expensive.”

“Isn’t Carcassonne even more expensive?” Matteo said, as the food arrived.

He tucked into his food while she answered. His shakshuka was delicious. It was spicier than he expected, but he was used to spicy foods. It really brought an interesting flavor to the eggs and other veggies.

“Yeah, it’s probably twice as expensive as here. Housing is even worse. You basically have to inherit it to be able to afford a place,” Luna said. “But my parents already have a place. Karlotta and I would have to share a room, but if I can find a good job, we will have plenty of savings in four years. At least we will be safe and together while we wait for my husband to finish his service to the army.”

That was an interesting way to put it. Matteo knew that her husband had been sentenced to indentureship in the army, but she was calling it service. It probably meant that Luna was trying to control the narrative about her husband. That way Karlotta wouldn’t grow to resent her father. Instead of being mad that his actions took him away, she could be proud of his defense of the nation.

“I know you are worried about money, but I wouldn’t mind if there wasn’t a kaiju coming for a week or two. I’m with Matteo, I want to explore this place. It’s half the reason I came along,” Chiara said.

“I know when the next kaiju is coming,” Karlotta said.

When she didn’t continue, Chiara prodded, “And when is that, sweetie?”

“Nuh uh, Matteo has to say he is sorry first,” Karlotta said, then turned and stared at him.

Matteo tilted his head and stared right back at her with a comical expression. She put her hands on her hips and stared right back, wiggling her head.

He laughed and said, “I guess the nexus is good for something. I am sorry I doubted you, Karlotta. Can you please tell us when the kaiju is coming?”

She gave him another head wiggle and said, “It’s coming in three weeks.”

Matteo nodded in appreciation. That would give him plenty of time to explore the city. Luna took the news very differently. She slumped in her seat.

“Why so glum? It’s going to be fun, trust me,” Chiara said. “I heard about a spa on the eighth floor. We can go there together.”

“It’s not that,” Luna said as her eyes flickered over to her daughter. “It’s just that I will have to enhance my revenue stream in order to balance my budget.”

The corner of Matteo’s mouth quirked up. Luna was saying she would need to get a job to afford living here until the kaiju came. Her circuitous speech was probably so that Karlotta didn’t get worried about the money.

“Karlotta, I think I am going to get a part-time job while I am here. Do you think the nexus can help me out with that?” Matteo said.

“Yes!” Karlotta said, practically jumping out of her seat. “There is a section called the Errand Board, it’s all about jobs.”

Matteo chuckled and said, “You will have to show us how it works when we get back to the hotel.”

After lunch, they all headed up to the lobby of the hotel and Karlotta explained how the nexus worked to everyone. Matteo didn’t quite get it, but he figured he could with a bit of practice. The Errand Board was an eclectic mix of jobs ranging from deliveries to the tenth floor, to maid services, to filing documents.

There were three options that caught Matteo’s eye. The first one was killing monsters. Apparently, the Eclipse Citadel powered their magics somehow by destroying summoned monsters in the basement. It was a task he was well suited to. The second job was a bit strange. The listing just said that the job was as a Breaching Enchanter’s assistant. He would love to learn more runes and wondered if they would teach on the job. The last one was helping farmers irrigate their fields outside the wall. His rain rune word would make the job as easy as pie.


Book 2 Chapter 27: Sophisticated Grunt Work

“You have a rune scribe pen, that’s good. Puts you ahead of the last idiot that applied to the position. How long have you been enchanting?” Magister Bassel said from behind his desk.

Matteo spun the pen around in his fingers as he thought about how to answer. He wanted the job. Magister Bassel is the one that posted the position for a Breaching Enchanter’s assistant. He was a Breaching Enchanter, but still hadn’t explained what the job was. All Matteo knew was that it paid well, and although the enchanter was flanked by two heavily armored guards, Matteo wouldn’t be expected to fight.

He could lie his way into the job, since he knew a lot about the profession now and had the equipment. He decided to be honest instead. “I haven’t directly enchanted anything. This is my artifact. I use it by tracing out runes in the air. I know fourteen different runes, and I can create a different magical effect with each one. I also know my rune numbers.”

“Fourteen runes? That’s hardly anything to be proud of,” Magister Bassel said.

The guard to his left cleared his throat and gave the magister a meaningful look. He was the tallest one in the room and gave off a butler type vibe.

Bassel sighed deeply and said, “But at least you know some. Better a drop of blood than a clear running creek. Alright, you are hired. Get your stuff. We leave in an hour.”

Matteo’s eyes narrowed, and he said, “Just like that? Seems like you will take most anyone. What exactly does this job entail and are there any risks?”

“Of course there are risks. Everything has risks. You could trip on the stairs and hit your head. Getting out of bed every day is a risk,” the magister said and threw up his hands.

Matteo took a step back. “This isn’t exactly convincing me to take the job.”

“Kids these days,” Magister Bassel grumbled. He turned to the guard on his left and said, “You deal with this. I’m getting ready to go whether or not he comes with.”

The guard shook his head sadly as the magister walked out of the office. Once he was out of sight, the guard turned back to Matteo and said, “He hates that he needs an assistant. I swear he tries to sabotage most interviews. But I think he might like you.”

“He definitely does,” guard number two said.

The guard nodded to the second one and turned back to Matteo as he said, “I’m Ahmed, he’s Omar. You were asking about what the job entails. We are trying to open up the rest of the citadel for our use. When the first settlers came here, only the lobby downstairs was open. Everything else was locked down tight. Through the years, we have slowly unlocked one room at a time, all the way up to the tenth floor.”

“Just unlocking the doors? That doesn’t seem like a job that would need two heavily armed guards,” Matteo said.

“There’s actually three guards,” Ahmed replied. “You will meet Horus later. We are needed because the citadel’s defenses are still active. Every time we breach a new room, we get attacked. Sometimes it’s lasers, other times the walls try to eat us. If we are unlucky, security automatons drop down and tear into us. It’s dangerous work for us. You don’t have to worry about that, though. As the assistant, you'll basically be the magister's eyes. He is going blind and can’t see the small runes anymore. Your job will be to help him unlock the room, and we will breach.”

“So there is some risk, but mostly risk from being too close when you charge into a new room,” Matteo said.

“Exactly,” Ahmed said. “So, what do you say? Do you want to join us? The pay is pretty good for just looking at runes for the old man.”

“I’m in. Should I just come back here in an hour?” Matteo said. He expected this process to be more dangerous than they were letting on, but he was used to danger at this point. At least this job would let him learn more runes.

“Close,” Ahmed said. “We will meet out on the balcony right in front of this office. Try to get here before the fourteenth hour. The magister likes to leave right on the hour. He thinks the citadel enjoys punctuality.”

“Is the citadel alive? I mean, is there a magical construct guiding the defenses?” Matteo asked.

“No. The old man is just superstitious,” Omar said.

Ahmed waffled his hand back and forth and said, “You will see.”

Matteo didn’t particularly like that answer. Regardless, he headed back to the hotel and armored up. The guards hadn’t suggested that he do that, but if the citadel was going to attack intruders, he was going to wear some armor. He told Chiara where he was going and she made him promise to relax and see the sights tomorrow. He agreed and headed back up to the tenth floor.

The other floors were very busy with people walking in and out of the businesses, but the tenth floor was much more subdued. The floor seemed half deserted, but he knew that couldn’t be right. If the city was still rejecting people who wanted to move in, every room had to be occupied. Matteo assumed that the people that worked on the lower floors lived up here.

Omar and Ahmed were waiting at the balcony with another guard. All three of them were wearing heavy armor, shined to a mirror finish. Ahmed was wearing a sword at his side and a shield on his back. Omar held a leaf spear. The last guard held something strange, a pair of tubes, like a quarterstaff, but hollow. It must be his artifact, otherwise it would be a useless weapon.

Ahmed smiled and greeted him. “Matteo, glad to see you. The magister will be happy to see you, even if he doesn’t admit it. This is Horus, our third.”

Matteo greeted him, and they all stood around awkwardly. Thankfully, they didn’t have to wait long for the magister. He floated up from a lower floor using the platform Matteo had seen on the first day. The platform stopped once it got level with the tenth floor. It floated closer and the railing on the platform and balcony merged and dropped to the floor. Within seconds, it was like the platform had always been part of the balcony. The three guards walked onto the platform, with Matteo following behind.

“Glad to see you, Matteo. Looks like you are brave after all. This is good. We might be able to get two rooms done today,” Magister Bassel said.

“You think we can get into the beauty parlor today, magister?” Horus said. He was the shortest and widest of the five of them, and spoke with a gravelly voice.

“It’s not a beauty parlor. It’s a research laboratory and Ahmed is going to pay me when he sees I am right,” Magister Bassel grumbled.

While they argued, the railing reformed itself, and their platform started rising. Matteo looked up to see the same strange magical effect he had seen before. It was a flickering light, a distortion that zoomed across the area above the tenth floor. Looking at it gave him a headache again. He cursed himself because he knew that would happen.

The tallest of the bunch, Ahmed, looked down at Matteo and said, “Don’t stare at it. It's part of the citadel's automated defenses. We will be through the interference in a bit.”

Matteo went ahead and closed his eyes, holding onto the railing for support. When he opened his eyes a few seconds later, they were through the distortion. The guards’ demeanor had completely changed. They had their weapons drawn, and each one was scanning in a different direction. Matteo got the feeling they had undersold the danger level. He swiftly traced out an armor rune and applied it to himself.

He looked over to Magister Bassel to ask if he wanted the spell, too. The magister leaned up against the railing, his elbows back. He looked completely relaxed, not at all concerned about the new environment. Matteo realized the man almost certainly had enchanted robes. He might be the most well-defended of everyone.

As soon as the platform stopped, a voice boomed from all around them, “Beware, worshippers of false goddesses. We will defend ourselves. You have been warned.”

Matteo ducked down and looked all around as the voice talked, but the rest of them ignored it. “Yeah, yeah, we heard you the first hundred times,” Ahmed grouched.

The platform stopped, and the railing merged and dropped away. Matteo felt a lot less safe.

“Lead the way, gentlemen. Let’s get that lab unlocked and play with all the founder’s tools,” the magister said.

“Yes sir, right this way to the beauty salon,” Ahmed said.

They moved in formation, with Matteo and Bassel in the middle. The guards were acting like something could attack them at any moment. Matteo kept an eye out, looking for the unknown danger. The group moved around the central shaft and started down one of the radial hallways. As they did, Matteo saw a trio of floating metal orbs exit the hallway on the opposite side.

He traced out a force trap rune and brought up his pen to fire the spell.

Ahmed waved him off and said, “Don’t bother them. The orbs and clankers only patrol their section. They won’t attack us today.”

Matteo followed the advice, but kept an eye on the citadel’s defenders. Each orb was about four feet wide and some sort of weapon was mounted on its sides and top. It was strange, seeing something from the founder’s time still functioning. It had literally been over a hundred years.

The weapons on the orbs were identical to the ones Horus held. That was interesting. He would have to ask the guard for a demonstration after this was all over.

They made two more turns down side hallways before arriving at a door identical to the ones they had already passed. He only knew that this was the right place because Magister Bassel started taking things seriously for the first time.

The man carefully pulled out a rune scribe pen and a trio of different metal rods. He glanced back at Matteo and said, “You know what a circuit is?”

“No, I haven’t heard the term before,” Matteo answered.

“It would take too long to fully explain it, but the short version is that the founders moved mana through metals. Different metals react differently to mana, and the founders used it as part of their defense systems. I am going to carefully route the mana around the door. If we just try and barge in, the door will explode and call all the defenders on the floor. That would be bad,” Magister Bassel said.

“Yes, I can see how that would be very bad. What can I do to help you keep us all alive?” Matteo said.

Bassel laughed like he had just told a joke. “You won’t be doing anything important. I just need you to make sure the runes on the right side of the door match the ones on the left side. Unless I tell you they have to be flipped. Also, tell me if you see any breaks in the runes. We have to repair those first.”

Matteo carefully approached the door and leaned in to stare at it. Like all things the founders made, there were runes along all the walls. Normally, those runes were hidden behind an obfuscation effect. At the edges of the door, that effect ended. Matteo could see dozens of runes lining the outer edges of the doorway.

Along the bottom of the doorway, the runes were mirrored. It looked like some of the runes had been scratched out and replaced. Along the top of the doorway, they were still random. That would be why they were here. The work wasn’t finished.

Matteo leaned closer to look at the “new” runes. He was checking to see if the magister had made any mistakes. He had. “Excuse me, Magister Bassel. It looks like there are three runes here with breaks in them. Should we repair them before we move on?”

“Three? I doubt that,” the magister said and peered at the runes Matteo was pointing at. He moved his head back and forth, trying to find the spot where they were in focus.

This city must not have anyone that could heal bad eyes. Which wasn’t surprising. Healing an injury was much easier than healing problems you were born with, or that came from old age. The few bound that could heal bad eyes charged dearly for their services.

“I think I can see the break in the atef rune, but the ka and vizier runes seem fine to me,” the magister said.

“I can clearly see the breaks. Why don’t I fix them?” Matteo said.

Bassel nodded and said, “Showing initiative, I like that. Let me show you how it’s done.”

The magister brought out a green stone, the same type that the building was made of. He walked Matteo through the process of inscribing and infusing runes. The man had serious talent. He made it look easy, even though Matteo knew it wasn’t.

Sadly, they discovered that Matteo’s pen wouldn’t work for actual rune scribing. It was only useful as an artifact. He had to use the magister’s pen to practice the process. He scraped out a thin channel in the shape of the rune, and then melted in metal into the grooves. He had to infuse it with mana as he did it.

It didn’t take long for Matteo to pick up the process. His experience with his artifact was a great leg up. His twenty-nine agility didn’t hurt, either. Within minutes, he was ready to fix the three runes. Bassel gave him a few last tips and took a step back to let him work.

Matteo noticed that the guards took several steps back. They were practically around the corner by the time he had the metal rod ready. He narrowed his eyes at the guards. They thought he had a good chance of blowing himself up, but they weren’t stopping him or giving him extra warnings. Jerks. He trusted in his own abilities, but they didn’t. For all they knew, he was an overconfident buffoon they were about to watch kill himself.

He tsked and turned back to the door. Without them seeing it, he reapplied his armor rune, just in case. He carefully fixed the three runes, one after another. Once he was done, he stood back and gave the guards the stink eye.

Magister Bassel ignored the interaction and said, “Good job. You have a steady hand. I think I will have you finish out the work for this door. I will scratch out the ankh rune here, watch how I replace it with atef rune. You can do the next one.”

Together, the two of them worked on the door for the next hour and a half. Matteo had expected to learn a lot about runes, but Bassel said it would take too long for him to explain everything. Apparently, the founders used the runes in complex and seemingly contradictory ways.

Eventually, their work was complete. Although it looked the same, the magister assured him that the door was unlocked now. The danger of it exploding was past. Now it was the guard’s turn to breach the room and take care of any internal defenses.

Matteo and Bassel stepped all the way back, almost around the corner. The three guards checked each other’s gear once more, and then slapped the panel on the door to make it open.


Book 2 Chapter 28: Overreaching

They watched as the door slid to the side and the guards rushed inside. There was a strange oscillating sound, along with the sound of combat. Less than a minute later, the sound stopped. Matteo and Bassel stood there, holding their breath until Ahmed came back out and signaled an all clear.

They followed the guard into the new room. It was large, bigger than the hotel lobby Matteo was staying at. There were three destroyed constructs on the floor. Two of them were the large orb things, and the last one looked like half a person. Or the remains of one, it was thoroughly destroyed.

“Did you have to destroy the automaton? Those things can go for a lot when they are still functional,” Magister Bassel said. He smoothed his robes down and stepped away from the leaking remains.

“You know I wouldn’t destroy a payday if I didn’t have to,” Ahmed said. He pointed to the far wall and said, “Speaking of paydays, I think it’s time for you to pay me.”

Matteo looked at the far wall. There were several stations there with chairs and mirrors in front of them. There were a variety of buttons along the bottom of the mirror, some of them softly glowing. The two side walls had the same setup. There wasn’t a single speck of dust in the entire room, despite the fact this room had been sealed for decades.

Bassel grumbled and pulled out a gold stater. He tossed it towards Ahmed with a frown.

Ahmed tucked the stater away and said, “You should be happy, magister. A beauty parlor is worth more than a laboratory. The governor will be so happy to hear about this.”

“I’m not concerned with money. I want to advance the scientific knowledge of our nation. The Eclipse Citadel is a treasure trove of knowledge. With enough work, we could reclaim the glory of the founders. Do you understand that?”

“The same founders that blaspheme every time we come up here? No thank you,” Ahmed said. “I am happy to plunder their tower for resources, but I have no desire to replicate their mistakes. Their hubris caused an apocalypse. We don’t need another.”

“Bah,” Bassel said with a negligent wave. This was clearly an old argument between the two.

Matteo walked up to one of the chairs and said, “So, this is a beauty parlor? Any chance it will still work?”

“Yes, and no. There are bound to be a few mirrors with partial functionality. It’s unlikely that any one station is still fully functional. The only reason the defenses always work is they were designed to be triple redundant,” the magister said. “There are probably enough runes and available circuits to fully restore at least one station. Either way, that’s handled by a different group. We just breach the room and sell access to the Scribe’s Guild.”

The five of them wandered around the room for a bit, looking for something interesting. Horus found a few trinkets under the desk the automaton had been attached to. Matteo didn’t know enough about founder tech to know what they did. The crew moved one door down the hallway.

“This one doesn’t have any security, so the only thing we are going to do is bypass the locks,” Magister Bassel said. “Since it’s low risk, I will let you do all of it. Start by replacing that djed rune with an aleph rune.”

Bassel walked Matteo through the process of unlocking the door. The entire process took about an hour. Once they opened the door, they revealed an empty storage room. Bassel shrugged like he had been expecting that.

“Hey, actually. Maybe we should stop at two,” Omar said.

“Nah, we can do at least one more today,” the magister replied. He motioned for Matteo to follow him to the next room.

“So, why does changing the runes work? What exactly are we doing to the magic here?” Matteo said as they set up at the new door.

“The short version is that you are convincing the system that the door doesn’t exist. Matching up the runes on either side of the door takes it out of its security web,” Bassel said.

“Then why don’t we always mirror the runes? Sometimes you have me switch them instead,” Matteo said.

“Explaining that would require the long version,” Bassel said with a smile. “You would have to be a permanent employee and swear an oath if you want to get the long version.”

Matteo chuckled and shook his head. They settled in at the door, slowly working on the door to get it unlocked. As they worked, Matteo attempted to find the rhyme or reason for the placement of the runes, but he didn’t see a pattern.

He did memorize the runes he was working with. There were a total of six new runes. They looked slightly different from the ones he was used to, simpler perhaps. He scratched them into the cover of his metal forearm, adding them to the list. He promised himself he would experiment with all of them at some point tomorrow.

The work day ended when the third door was unlocked. Ahmed, Omar, and Horus breached the room and destroyed the defenders inside. This time, there were three orb things and two defenders that looked like weapons attached to large metal legs. Clankers. This room was almost as small as the storage closet, and just had a trio of comfortable chairs facing the wall.

“What was this room?” Matteo said.

“Probably a security room. We found one on the sixth floor that had a working visual portal to the center concourse. If you touched it, the portal moved to different spots on the sixth floor. This one looks broken, though. None of the runes are lit up,” Ahmed said.

“We are going to call it a day early,” Magister Bassel said. “The citadel doesn’t like it when we break into too many rooms in one day.”

“Too true,” Ahmed said. “Let’s get going before it sends a patrol this way.”

They closed the door behind them and started hurrying down the hallways. The guards looked even more nervous, if that was possible. They were almost to the radial hallway when Ahmed jerked to a stop and held up his fist.

He pointed back the way they came and everyone spun and started quietly jogging back the way they came. Matteo noticed for the first time that the guard’s armor was quiet. They each wore a full suit of shiny metal armor, but somehow didn’t make a sound as they ran.

Horus was bringing up the rear, facing backwards as they ran. He yelled out, “Contact,” as they turned the corner. A beam of bright red light shot across the hallway he had just vacated. It oscillated and warbled, unlike anything Matteo had ever heard.

Ahmed swore and said, “Horus, how many?”

“Eight, full mix,” Horus quickly replied.

Ahmed grimaced and said, “A full patrol. They have already seen us, so there is no hope of outrunning them. Set up right at this corner.”

The three guards dropped to their knees and arranged their armor and shield to create a wall. Bassel grabbed Matteo by the elbow and pulled him down to crouch behind the guards.

Omar swore to himself and grumbled, “Told you three doors were too many.”

Matteo said, “Should I help? I can put an invisible barrier up, or a crystal wall.”

“Yeah, give us both. First the barrier right in front of us, Then throw up the wall in the middle of the patrol if you can. After that, pray to Ma’at for salvation,” Ahmed said.

Matteo threw up a force trap in front of the crew, covering the entire hallway. He traced out a full strength crystal rune and held it. He ducked low and peeked between the guards. Sweat started beading up on his forehead. He wasn’t sure if Ahmed had been joking, but Matteo sent a prayer up to the goddess of balance, anyway.

Seconds later, a horde of artificial beings turned the corner. The first three were floating orbs. Their weapons were tubes on their sides and top. They fired one after another, a sharp staccato of red oscillating magic. The attacks passed right through the force trap and impacted the guard’s shiny armor.

The red magic bounced off the mirrored surfaces, but the guards weren’t unaffected. Each hit knocked them back like a strong punch. The impacts clanged off the guard’s armor, and they were hard pressed to stay upright. No wonder they knelt, they couldn’t keep their balance otherwise.

As the orbs attacked, more defenders rounded the corner. These were unlike anything Matteo had seen so far. They looked like two headless metal cats, with knives for paws. They pivoted together, using their knives to pivot on the spot. They leapt as one, claws outstretched towards Ahmed in the middle.

The force trap finally showed its worth. The headless cats hit the invisible spell and were bounced back. One of them crashed into an orb and they fell to the ground, chassis broken and sparking. The other cat would have met the same fate, but the remaining two orbs shot it out of the air with their red threads. The cat’s metal body fell to the ground and slid under the hovering orbs.

A clanker rounded the corner then. The two-legged construct attacked as soon as it saw them. A series of expanding green rings flew their way with a low hum. Omar shouted a wordless cry as he held up his hand. An ethereal copy of his hand appeared in front of the green rings. The first ring hit and created spiderweb cracks throughout the hand, the second and third hit and shattered the hand. One green ring remained from the initial attack and it hit Omar and sent him screaming to the ground.

Matteo belatedly threw up the crystal rune he had been saving. A thick crystal fence sprung up, four feet wide. It was just in time to block the final two defenders. They slammed up against the fence and fell backward. He couldn’t see what they were, only that they started attacking the fence right away.

That wouldn’t hold them for long. Matteo traced out a waterjet, and it was ready a second later. He sliced it across the hallway, cutting one of the orbs in half. As it fell to the ground in pieces, Ahmed speared the remaining orb with Omar’s dropped leaf spear.

Matteo traced out another waterjet and sent it towards the clanker. The two-legged construct saw his attack coming and braced itself. A thin sheen of magic spread like oil across its body. The thin stream of water hit the defender and deflected off. Matteo’s attack was nearly useless. The waterjet did manage to foil the counterattack, disrupting the green rings into a sizzling mist.

For a moment, there weren’t any attacks flying through the air. Horus jumped to his feet with a nimbleness that belied the weight of his plate armor. He slipped around the green mist in front of the clanker and jabbed a finger into the body of the clanker where its body met its legs. Foam sprouted from that spot, spreading across the construct. Its protective sheen of magic tried to stop the intrusion, but utterly failed.

Within moments, the clanker was immobilized by the spreading foam. Less than two seconds later, the body popped off the legs. The expanding foam had created too much internal pressure.

Matteo wanted to sigh in relief, but didn’t get the chance. This entire time, the remaining two defenders had been battering the crystal fence. It finally succumbed to the onslaught, sending huge chunks of crystal flying. One of the larger pieces flew over Ahmed’s head and onto Magister Bassel’s.

The chunk of crystal had to weigh at least a hundred pounds, and Matteo expected Bassel’s head to crunch with the impact. Instead, the crystal bounced off, leaving Bassel unharmed. A dozen runes on the magister’s robe had lit up, extending a force field around the man.

“Matteo, Horus, get the clanker,” Ahmed said as he jumped to his feet. “I got the automaton.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Matteo saw Ahmed engage something vaguely person shaped. Matteo couldn’t focus on their fight. He had his own to worry about. He traced out a waterjet as the clanker attacked. Four rings of green burst out of the clanker, headed towards Horus. Matteo’s improved dexterity was just enough to trace out and fire the water attack before the green rings hit.

Horus ducked under the expanding mist of green magic and jabbed the clanker in the body. Just like the last one, the construct quickly succumbed to the expanding foam. Matteo looked up to see Ahmed fighting the automaton. He had drawn his sword and engaged the construct in a blisteringly fast battle.

The two of them were moving quick enough that it was hard to track what was happening. Ahmed was a shiny metal blur, and the automaton was a tall, green blur. They danced around the corridor, attacks and counterattacks coming from every angle. More than once, they jumped off the floor and ceiling to slam down on their opponent.

“Matteo, barrier,” Horus said and pointed at the floor in front of them.

A few seconds later, Matteo had thrown up a force trap in between them and the fighting. Those two were on a whole different level. There was no way any of the humans would still be alive if Ahmed wasn’t there to defend them.

Matteo looked down to where Omar had fallen. Magister Bassel was tending to him, adjusting him so he could be more comfortable. Matteo was a bit surprised he was even alive. When the clanker had hit the guard earlier, he had fallen like his strings had been cut.

As he looked closer, he could see that his right arm was shrunken and gray within his armor. Decay magic. It was spreading, slowly inching up and down from the impact point on his shoulder. Omar softly groaned and weakly struggled. They needed to get him to a healer quick if he was going to survive.

Matteo flinched back as his force trap was activated. He saw Ahmed flying back to hit the far wall. He slid to the ground, limp.
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With their lead guard down, the guard automaton turned its attention to the rest of the crew. The construct had no mouth or nose, but the machine’s eyes managed to seem menacing. Instinctively, Matteo froze.

He stared up at the machine, unable to move. The rest of the crew was motionless beside him. The automaton was seven feet tall, with a thick neck and strangely jointed limbs. It pointed its hands at the four of them, an oscillating sound slowly getting louder.

This jerked Matteo into motion. He started tracing out the crystal rune. That had slowed it down earlier. Maybe they could trap it here and run back to the platform another way. With his increased dexterity, it only took a second and a half to get the spell ready. It was still too slow.

Before Matteo could fire the rune, the machine suddenly stopped. It slowly fell into two pieces, split down the middle. Ahmed stood behind it, his sword raised with a black aura around it. He laughed and swished his sword down again to separate the legs and arms from the rest of the chassis.

“That was easy. Last time, the damn automaton took twice as long to turn its back on me. Matteo, we gotta use that bounce barrier more often,” Ahmed said as he slid his sword back into its scabbard.

“Speak for yourself. I’m dying over here,” Omar said from the ground.

Horus grunted, “You aren't dying, wimp. You will be fine once we get you healed up. Remember last month when I got hit in the legs? You guys took so long to heal me, I had to re-learn how to walk.”

Omar chuckled weakly. “Oh, yeah. That was funny.”

“Let’s reminisce later. Time to go,” Ahmed said.

Horus nodded and threw Omar over his shoulder. Despite both of them wearing plate armor, there wasn’t any sound of metal on metal. Matteo assumed the armor was enchanted with sound runes. He wanted to learn whatever it was. It would be an excellent addition to his skill set.

The four of them quietly jogged back to the central shaft, keeping an eye out for more patrols. Magister Bassel hurried onto their platform and sent them floating downwards. After they passed through the disturbance, they started talking again.

“Put me down, you big lug,” Omar said.

“If I put you down, I just have to pick you back up again. This will hurt less, trust me,” Horus said.

“Whatever,” Omar weakly said. “I told you three doors were too many.”

“Yes, yes,” Bassel said, and patted him on his good shoulder. “Three was too many. We will skip tomorrow and keep it to two or less for the next month.”

Ahmed saw Matteo’s look and said, “It’s what we were talking about earlier. There is a central governing force that sends patrols if you get too greedy.”

Bassel said, “It’s the citadel itself. There is a machine intelligence guiding all of the defenses, and it’s doing its best to slow down our progress.”

“I don’t know if it’s truly intelligent, but it’s clear that you will always get a patrol or two if you open too many doors at once,” Ahmed said.

The magister rolled his eyes and said, “I have been doing this for literally fifteen years. Trust me, it’s sapient.”

Matteo would have liked to continue the conversation, but the floating platform stopped then. They were on the third floor, and the guards sprinted off to get Omar healed. Matteo watched the guards disappear around the corner in shock. What had made them run like that?

Bassel saw his expression and said, “They were pretending to be brave, but the clanker attack is actually dangerous. It’s a combination of rot and decay magic. If they wait too long, it would hit Omar’s heart and kill him.”

“Is he going to be alright?” Matteo asked.

“He will be fine. The healers here are well experienced with this type of thing. He will be back to fighting condition by the end of the day,” Bassel said.

“Does that mean you want to get back to work tomorrow?” Matteo said.

Bassel shook his head. “No, the citadel is mad at us right now. We need to give it some cooling off time. Are you up for meeting on the tenth floor in two days? I promise to take it easy.”

“Sounds like a plan. See you then,” Matteo said with a smile.

Despite the attack at the end of the day, the job was nice. It was a relaxed experience with something he felt passionate about, runes. It was a subject he hadn’t known anything about last year. Now that his artifact was a rune scribe pen, he found the subject endlessly fascinating. He hoped that exploring the citadel tomorrow would be just as fun.

For today, though, he was going to try out the new runes he learned. That reminded him to test the runes he had learned from Tartaruga’s director. He had written them down, but some of the runes hadn't had a description. He headed out of the citadel and onto the grasslands beyond the farms.

Knowing that sometimes the effects of runes could be esoteric, he dropped the contents of his pockets and threw a bunch of random stuff onto the pile. That way, the runes he would be testing would have a target if they needed one.

He traced out the first new rune he learned today. It didn’t work. The rune failed to resolve into a spell, just like when he tried to trace out a rune with a break in it. The same thing happened to the next three runes he had learned today.

He shook his head. No wonder the magister hadn’t minded that he learned these runes. He must have known it wouldn’t work. There was something Matteo was missing.

The remaining runes he had learned from the Director were a disappointment as well. They resolved into spells, but he couldn’t tell what they did. He fired off rune after rune at everything around him, and none of it worked. Those spells must have special conditions to activate.

The only bright spot was that the final rune he tested actually did something. It dissolved the coins he had laid on the dirt, three stater and two rings, and turned them into a solid rod of metal. It was a steel rod, which meant that he had lost the silver and gold from the rings and stater for good. The whole experience was a frustrating end to the day. He hoped that tomorrow would be better.

…

“Come on, just get in,” Chiara said. “Quit being a baby.”

“That’s just the thing. I’m trying to be an adult here and they don’t play in the mud,” Matteo said.

“Whatever, get in already,” she said and gestured to the mud bath, her eyes still closed.

She was sitting in a large tub full of blue mud, and wanted him to get into the other tub in the room. Mud baths were one of the luxuries the Eclipse Citadel offered. Apparently it was good for your skin or something.

Matteo had no desire to step into the mud, mostly because it sounded gross. Also because it was a thing couples did together. Luna had bought them a session together because she still thought Chiara and him were in a relationship. It made the whole thing awkward. The tiny underwear they gave him wasn’t making things easier either.

He grit his teeth and slid into the mud bath. It was just as slimy gross as he thought it would be. He couldn’t imagine why people did this for fun. Chiara looked over at his tub with a big grin on her face. Matteo rolled his eyes.

“You owe me one for this,” Matteo said. “Mud baths are disgusting. Why did Luna think this would be nice for us? Did you put her up to this?”

“No, this was all her idea. She spent all of yesterday on a job hunt. She tried to get a job here, but their sales lady convinced her to buy a spa package instead,” Chiara said and relaxed into the mud. “This wasn’t my fault. I’ve seen less of the citadel than you have. Not that I’m complaining. This is awesome.”

Matteo grunted and laid back. “If you didn’t explore the citadel yesterday, what did you do?”

“Same thing you did. I worked,” Chiara said. “The basement levels of the citadel are kind of like a permanent temple. It’s constantly producing artifacts and they break them down to power the tower’s magics. They hire bound like us to clear out the monsters that get summoned along with the artifacts.”

“Huh. What was it like?”

“It was alright. The pay is based on how many monsters you kill. There are a lot of monsters to kill. The pay is good, but it isn’t as safe as they say it is.”

“Cool. I will have to check it out one of these days. Let me know next time you are going.”

She made a noncommittal noise and slipped deeper into the mud.

Matteo shrugged and attempted to relax. To his surprise, it actually worked. He felt his muscles relax and his stress started to melt away. About ten minutes later, Chiara spoke up.

“Hey Matteo?” she said.

“Yeah?” he languidly replied.

“Thanks for being a friend. It means a lot to me,” she said earnestly.

Matteo sat up and looked over at her mud bath. “Of course. You know I will always be there for you.”

She nodded and said, “I do know. That’s why I’m so grateful. I know I seem a bit off with all the mixed signals, telling you I didn’t like you that way, but still pretending to be in a relationship. I must seem crazy.”

“It’s not crazy,” Matteo lied.

Chiara shook her head. “It is, and I know it. I haven’t been dealing with Riccardo’s death well. I’ve been impulsive, and you have been there for me, never making a move on me. I just wanted to say thank you. I really needed a friend that I could count on, and you have been that for me.”

“No problem,” Matteo said. “I guess we have both been a little crazy recently. It says something that we both spent yesterday working instead of relaxing. It took Luna’s gift for us to actually take a break. I appreciate you being there for me, too. I lost my best friend and got kicked off the shell. Having you with me means that I have a little bit of home with me. And as your friend, let me say this: I will absolutely get you back for making me take this stupid mud bath.”

She laughed and threw a clump of mud at him. Matteo squawked and scooped up a handful of mud to retaliate. The attendant walked in and kicked them out. They went to separate showers to clean off and got dressed in thick cotton robes.

Once they were both ready, a different attendant led them to the massage room. She sat them down on reclining chairs and asked Matteo to take off his arm so it wouldn’t get damaged. He told her it would be fine. She shrugged and asked them about their constitution stat. She adjusted the chairs to match and then activated them both.

The chairs started vibrating. It was a whole body vibration, creating a deep tissue massage. Then it slowly rotated through different body parts with a more intense effect. Matteo understood why she had suggested he take off his arm. If it wasn’t reinforced with magic, the gears inside would have been shaken apart by now.

The massage was very relaxing, but that wasn’t the best part of the room. After a minute of massage, Matteo started to smell something. It was the smell of tomatoes and fresh pasta. It was the smell of fresh bread and a spring breeze. It smelled like home.

“Do you smell that?” Matteo asked, his voice sounding funny because of the vibrations.

“Yeah, jasmine and orange? It’s divine,” Chiara said. “It reminds me of when I was a kid. My mom used to make pot-pourri that would smell just like that. She said hers were the only ones that smelled good. I think she's right.” She took a big inhale.

“I’m smelling something different. It must be magic. When I was twelve or so, before I turned into a jerk teenager, I helped my dad make dinner. We made fresh pasta while mom made fresh bread. It was so calming. I felt so safe and happy. I had forgotten about it until I smelled that dinner again,” Matteo said.

“This place is great,” Chiara said and relaxed further into her chair.

Matteo was hit with a wave of homesickness. He was smelling his childhood. He would visit Tartaruga sometimes, but he would never be able to go “home” again. He was homeless in every sense of the word now. He wiped away the tears and tried to focus on enjoying the moment instead of mourning his loss.

Afterwards, they swung by the hotel to pick up Karlotta. They were going to have lunch together at one of the fancy restaurants on the second floor. Luna met them out front. She couldn’t come inside because she was starting her new job today.

The lunch was delicious, full of spicy sweet dishes on top of rice. Karlotta didn’t eat much, but she said she liked it. As soon as they paid for lunch, she jumped up and said, “Let’s go visit my mom at work.”

“I don’t think she would like that,” Matteo replied. “If she was allowed to have visitors, she would have taken you to work instead of asking us to watch you.”

Karlotta stopped and motioned Matteo to lean in closer. When he did, she reached up and grabbed his face with both hands. She stared him in the eyes and squished his face. She pulled him in close and slowly said, “Let’s go visit my mom’s work. You can pay them money.”
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Matteo laughed and said, “Why do you want to visit your mom at work so much? Do you miss her already?”

Karlotta shook her head, “No, we just have to go to where she works. It’s amazing.”

“Where does she work?” Chiara said.

Karlotta started skipping away and said, “This way, come on!”

Matteo shook his head and followed her. They hadn’t agreed to anything yet, but Karlotta was acting like it was a done deal. Chiara smiled and walked along with Matteo. Karlotta led them up to the fourth floor, towards the outer edge on the west side.

Their destination was an enormous room. It was two hundred feet wide and two stories tall. The bottom of the room extended into the third floor. The majority of the room was empty space, with padded poles and stretchy rope in between them. Dozens of people, mostly shrieking kids, were floating through the room.

They were all magically weightless.

When Karlotta saw the room, she clapped her hands with glee and ran up to the counter. She bounced back and forth while she waited for Matteo and Chiara to arrive.

“Someone’s excited,” the attendant said with a smile. He was wearing a white and blue uniform, along with half a dozen more attendants inside the larger room.

“She sure is. How much does this all cost?” Matteo said.

“One stater per person gets you an hour of playtime. Thirty stater for an annual pass,” the attendant said.

Matteo had to fight himself not to swear. A gold stater each? That was robbery. He turned to Karlotta, intending to explain to her how expensive that was. She looked back at him with two huge eyes and a pleading expression. She was clearly trying to manipulate him. Luckily for her, it was working.

“Alright, let’s do it,” Matteo said and handed over two stater.

Chiara looked slightly put out that he hadn’t paid for her. Matteo gave her a raised eyebrow. They weren’t really a couple. She could pay for herself.

She stuck out her tongue at him and handed over a stater. The three of them were taken to a locker where they stored their shoes and anything loose. A bored teenager gave them a quick safety training and let them into a side room. It was only ten feet cubed. They had to stay there for ten minutes while they got accustomed to the weightlessness.

They found Luna there, dressed in a white and blue uniform. She handed out small bags just before they entered the room. She had a few rags and a bottle of cleaning solution attached to her uniform. Her job must be to clean the room. The heavy smell of cleaning alchemicals indicated she had been hard at work.

“Chiara, Matteo! Good to see you. Did my daughter trick you into visiting?” Luna said.

“Sort of. We didn’t know where we were going, but good things have always followed when Karlotta led us somewhere,” Matteo said as he stepped into the room. He laughed as he slowly tumbled head over feet.

Karlotta was already floating through the room, giggling as Matteo wiggled his arms around. Chiara came in next. She wasn’t having as much fun. Moments after she entered the room, her expression fell. She put her hand on her stomach.

“The bag! Use the bag,” Luna frantically said.

Thankfully for Matteo and Karlotta, Chiara was able to get her bag up to her mouth in time. Matteo winced when he heard the sounds of throwing up. He had to concentrate to make sure he didn’t join her.

Karlotta seemed to have no problems adjusting to the weightlessness. She was bouncing off the walls and ceiling in no time. The thick padding in the room ensured that she wasn’t injured. Matteo took a little longer to adjust to the sensation, but by the time ten minutes were up, he was ready for the wider room.

Chiara wasn’t. She hadn’t fully recovered from the sick feeling. She returned to the waiting room to sit with the other parents that couldn’t handle the sensation.

Matteo and Karlotta happily jumped into the bigger room, sailing across the expanse. Karlotta gleefully waved goodbye to her mother. Matteo grimaced when he saw a new group join Luna. Cleaning up barf in a weightless room had to be one of the worst jobs he could imagine.

On the other hand, playing in a weightless field all day sounded wonderful. He followed Karlotta as she zipped across the room, bouncing off the far wall. She laughed as she spun in circles, bouncing off a pole in the center of the room next. Matteo realized the pole and ropes across the room were for catching yourself if you started spinning around uncontrollably.

Now that they were out here, he saw that there was a rope barrier splitting the room in two. On the other side of the room, they were playing some sort of team game. Mostly teenagers were playing and he could hear someone shouting about how the enemy’s gate was down.

Matteo ignored them and spent the rest of the hour playing with Karlotta. Racing, playing tag, showing off strange moves; it was a hoot. It was the most fun he had in a while. Today had been the best day he had in a long while.

After their play time was up, Matteo and Karlotta met up with Chiara. The little girl tried to extract a promise of returning the next day, but that was shot down immediately. She might be cute, but there was no way he was spending that much again.

The next day, he met Magister Bassel and his guards up on the tenth floor again. This time, they only opened two doors on the eleventh floor before they called it quits. Both of the doors were within a residential sector and didn’t have any defenders inside. They left an hour after they arrived.

Matteo had the rest of the day to himself, and he spent most of it with Karlotta. Luna hadn’t arranged childcare yet. Karlotta convinced him to rent some time at a nexus cafe, and they spent hours exploring the communal text magic. Matteo quickly grew bored, but Karlotta loved it.

The next few days were similar, a short morning on the eleventh floor, and then an afternoon with Karlotta. Sometimes Chiara joined them, sometimes not. Sometimes, Chiara watched the little girl while Matteo explored the Kursaal Rooms again. He lost more than he won, but it was fun.

The days slid by like that, one after another. Matteo tried not to spend too much on the outings with Karlotta. Thankfully, his earnings from being a breaching enchanter’s assistant were enough to keep him afloat. He didn’t save any money, but he wasn’t losing any either.

Like that, a week passed. Matteo would have been happy to keep that schedule, but his job put an end to that. The Magister suggested they start working on a new hallway. The first doorway they tried ended up being another nonfunctioning security room. The second doorway they bypassed changed everything.

The first clue that something was different was the fight the guards were having. They breached the new room and the sounds of attacks and explosions lasted much longer than normal. Matteo was glad that he had taken to giving everyone magic armor. That way he didn’t worry about them as much. He had often suggested he help them breach new rooms, but they always refused.

“Magister, I think today is your day,” Ahmed said as they walked back out to the hallway.

Bassel jumped up and said, “Really?”

“See for yourself,” Ahmed said with a smile.

Bassel rushed into the room, Matteo right behind him. They had unlocked a large room. It had a central foyer with small open rooms all along the outside edge. There were six destroyed defenders right by the door, orbs and clankers. In the middle of the room stood a strange device full of tubes, crystals, and glowing magics. Each of the side rooms had desks and shelves filled with devices and tools.

Bassel stood in the middle of the room and took it all in. Then he threw up his hands and yelled out, “Yes!”

Ahmed chuckled and turned to Matteo. “This is a lab. It’s what Magister Bassel has been looking for all this time.”

“Huh. I can see why he is so happy. This place has got to be valuable. If I got a cut of the sales, I suppose I would be happy too,” Matteo said.

Bassel rounded on him and passionately said, “It’s not about the money, it’s about the knowledge.” He seemed to sense he had overdone it and calmly continued, “The Eclipse Citadel was a research facility for the founders. They delved into the very foundations of magic. A few days in this lab is better than a few years at Carcassonne’s best enchanter’s academies.”

“Speaking of magic, now that I have been your assistant for a while, do you think you could teach me a new rune or two? It’s the only way I can use my artifact,” Matteo said.

“Yeah, sure. After we fully catalog and study this room, we can talk about runes,” Bassel said and turned back to the laboratory.

“Magister, don’t promise what you can’t deliver,” Ahmed said.

The magister waved at him without looking back and said, “Yeah, yeah. No promises, Matteo.”

Ahmed nodded and said to Matteo, “He can’t promise to deliver what he has been sworn not to reveal. He has to get permission to teach you anything.”

“Why is that? I know everyone tries to keep runes a secret, but why do we care?” Matteo said. “If you want to spread the knowledge of magic, you gotta start with runes, right?”

Bassel had wandered off, so Ahmed answered for him, “You know that saying knowledge is money? In this case, it’s literal. People use knowledge of runes as literal currency. The rarest runes are traded around between enchanting guilds as payments.”

“So they trade around books of runes like coins and don’t actually read them?” Matteo said, dubious.

“Not quite. The enchanters will pay for new runes and knowledge of how to use them. But if they sell that knowledge on to everyone, they are devaluing what they know. It is better to sell their rune once for a hundred stater, than a hundred times for five rings,” Ahmed said.

“It just seems like a dumb way to do things. If runes were widely available, just think about how magically advanced our society would be? It’s like we are holding ourselves back in the mundane ages just because we don’t want to share,” Matteo said.

“Ah, that’s the point right there. Rich people, particularly those in Carcassonne, do live a magically advanced life. They have every luxury they can think of. They don’t see any reason to share,” Ahmed said.

Matteo grunted in frustration and walked off. It always came back to money. Those that had it never wanted to share. He decided to explore the room around him.

The laboratory was a welcome distraction. The side rooms looked like individual workstations. Matteo guessed that the people that worked here were enchanters of some sort. The desks and shelves were filled with half-finished creations. He could see a partially completed clanker over there, and a security screen next to it. This one over here looked like a toilet, and the one over there looked like a bizarre kitchen implement.

The most fascinating by far were the automaton parts. It looked like a green woman had been sliced apart into a few dozen pieces and perfectly preserved. The parts were strewn across the entire workstation, with the head and torso right by the chair. As he walked closer, the automaton’s eye glowed brighter and then dim once more.

He leaned forward to stare at the head. It was amazingly intricate and incredibly lifelike. He stood back up and the one eye flashed twice. Why was it doing that? Could it sense his proximity? Did that mean it had working internals?

“Hey, Magister Bassel, come here,” Matteo said. Once the man came closer, he continued, “Look at this. It looks like all the parts are here and none of them are broken. The head is still working, see? This is worth a lot, right?”

Bassel shook his head. “No, this thing is practically worthless. Only intact automatons are worth anything. The enchanter’s guild will probably dismantle the chassis to reuse the power source.”

“Really? I thought they could repair stuff like this,” Matteo said, disappointed.

“Not this kind of stuff,” Bassel said and pointed towards the edge of the closest body part. “See the tiny lines of metal there? That’s a partial mana circuit. You have to match every single one to its pair in order to repair it. It’s basically impossible. These runes are way too small for us. Only the founders could work at that scale.”

Matteo slumped and said, “That sucks. It’s one of the few things that hasn’t broken in all these decades, but you are saying it’s garbage.”

“Not garbage, it’s worth something. The enchanters will probably give me nine stater for all the parts,” Bassel said. “They will just give me lots more for everything else. And don’t worry, you will get a bonus when we sell this room.”

“Don’t get your hopes up, kid,” Omar groused. “The last time he found a lab, he didn’t move on for four months.”

“I paid you the whole time, didn’t I? What are you complaining about?” Bassel shot back.

Matteo frowned, but said nothing. It seemed like Magister Bassel was going to be busy for months, long after Luna and Karlotta left for Carcassonne. He didn’t have to leave with them, but he wanted to escort them to safety and visit the capital. If he wanted to get Bassel to teach him something, he would have to come up with something persuasive. It didn’t take long to think of something.

“What if I fixed the automaton? If I got it in working order, it would be worth a lot more, right? Would you teach me some new runes then?” Matteo said.
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Magister Bassel shook his head and said, “Don’t bother trying to fix it. Better enchanters than you have tried and failed. It’s not a matter of talent or skill, we just don’t have the right tools. The founders destroyed their enchanting tools when they left the citadel. I believe Carcassonne is the only place that might still have some.”

“What if I could do it, though? If I could repair it, would you teach me some runes?” Matteo said.

The magister laughed and said, “If you could do that, of course, I would be happy to teach you three new runes. A fully intact combat automaton is well worth it. But you don’t have a hope of fixing it. If you want to attempt it, you would have to pay me the nine stater now. I don’t want you to destroy any remaining value left in the chassis.”

“You still haven’t paid me my salary. We agreed on a stater a day. How about I take everything in this workstation and we call it even?” Matteo countered.

Bassel shook his head. “You have only worked for eight days, not nine. Plus, there is bound to be something else valuable in this section of the lab. Give me three more stater if you want it all.”

“Oh, come on,” Matteo said. “Surely you are curious about why I am so confident? What if I’m actually able to do it? Just think of the possibilities.”

Bassel frowned at him and walked back over to the workstation with the automaton parts. “Fine. This doesn’t look like a full-fledged combat automaton, anyway. It doesn’t have the armor or extra muscle fibers. Maybe it was an experiment they never got working. It’s a deal.”

Matteo clapped his hands together and said, “Excellent! I’ll come with you tomorrow to pack everything up.” There was enough here that he would have to use his dimensional bag to take it all with one trip.

Bassel nodded and went back to studying the laboratory. Matteo wandered around as well, but nothing else caught his interest as much as the automaton. The next day, he came back with the enchanted bag and loaded up everything in the tiny room. Most of the parts were clearly part of the automaton, but many of them had completely unknown functions.

When everyone was done for the day, Bassel let Matteo know he wouldn’t be needed for the next few months. They wouldn’t be opening up any new doors until after this room was cleared. Matteo thanked him for the experience and promised he would be back with a working automaton.

“Hey, Matteo,” the magister said before he left. “If Ma’at gives you a miracle and you do manage to get it working again, make sure you restrain it before you wake it up. These automatons are still loyal to the founders. It might try to kill you. It takes a talented enchanter a lot of time to convince it to accept the truth of the world.”

“Good advice, thanks,” Matteo said.

He took his bag of parts down to the ninth floor. It wasn’t as packed full as some of the lower floors and had a crafting room available for rent. He didn’t need most of the amenities that the room came with, but it did have one very valuable one. It was a screen that magnified your view of everything you put behind it. That way, Matteo could be sure he was lining things up correctly before he put the automaton back together.

Once everything was ready, Matteo pulled out the Glass Cutter of Mending. Once he took his mechanical arm off, he could use the artifact. The only problem was that he would lose all of his mana and enhancements that came with being bound. He took a big breath and steeled himself. The last time he had taken his arm off, he had thrown up. It felt so terrible to lose everything he had spent months building up. He had gained a level and several points in dexterity since he did this last. It would certainly feel worse this time.

He set down the artifact and put his hand on the prosthetic arm. His heart beat faster. His hand stopped moving while he took great heaving breaths.

“Come on, you can …” Matteo whispered to himself. He was unable to finish psyching himself up.

He really didn’t want to do this.

He considered giving up. He wasn’t positive it would work on metal, anyway. He had only tested it on flesh. Yeah, he wasn’t going to do this. It might be different if it was necessary to save someone’s life, but it wasn’t. Matteo felt like he was capable of taking his prosthetic off, but the pain wasn’t worth the reward.

He put everything away while he considered what to do. One option would be to just give up. He could probably sell the parts to the local enchanter’s guild and not be out any money. Another option would be to find someone trustworthy to use his artifact and do the work for him.

The second option was tempting, but risky. If he gave the Glass Cutter of Mending to a greedy mundane, they might bond with the artifact. That would destroy its value. Once it was bound, the artifact wouldn’t work for anyone else, even after their death. Only relics remained useful after the bound’s death.

He drummed his fingers on the table in front of him. Who could he trust enough to repair the automaton but keep the artifact still saleable? There was only one person that came to mind, Luna.

He didn’t have a lot of mundane friends anymore, and fewer still in the citadel. There was only one person here that he trusted enough to ask this of. She had mentioned several times she felt indebted to him. She would probably go along with his plan.

It didn’t take him long to decide on that course of action and set up a dinner with Luna. He decided to treat her to a nice meal on the fourth floor. Karlotta and Chiara came with as well. He didn’t mind paying for everyone just this once. Ramen was delicious, and he was happy to introduce everyone to it.

Once they had their meal, Matteo outlined his plan, ending with, “… and just to make sure everyone is honest, we will get the working automaton evaluated before I sell it to the magister. If it’s worth more than he is letting on, I will give you a bigger split of the profits and pay someone else to teach me new runes.”

Luna gave him a pained look and said, “I’m sorry, I can’t do it.”

“Why not? Did you want a different pay structure?” Matteo said.

“No, I mean, I literally can’t. I can’t use mana,” Luna replied.

Matteo slowly closed his eyes and opened them once more. Whoops. He hadn’t even considered that she might be like the majority of mundanes, unable to use artifacts. Now he felt bad about bringing it up. He should have asked if she could use mana before launching into all the talk about money and runes.

“I can!” Karlotta happily said. “I can use mana. Blue mana and red mana. Dad had me tested. He said I was going to join the family business one day. I can use your knife thingy.”

Matteo double checked what mana type the Glass Cutter of Mending used. Red. Then he shook his head. “That’s nice Karlotta, you probably could use the artifact. But putting together something this complex would be very hard. The little rune wires on automatons are very tiny and too hard for you to put together. It would be hard for most grown-ups too.”

“Aww. I like putting things together,” Karlotta said with a pout. “I put together a watch once, and those are tiny and stuff.”

Matteo just shook his head. She pouted for a few minutes, but the smell of the ramen distracted her. She liked it almost as much as Matteo did.

Luna opened her mouth to say something to Matteo, and then closed it. He raised an eyebrow at her, but she just shook her head. After dinner, she held him back while Chiara and Karlotta walked ahead.

“Karlotta really is good at putting things together. She has been playing around with mechanical things all her life. She has repaired our mana stoves more than once,” Luna said. “I didn’t mention it earlier because I didn’t want to get her hopes up. I am sure the automaton parts are expensive, and I don’t know if you can give a kid an artifact and not expect them to bond with it.” She shrugged and continued. “Honestly, it’s a terrible idea to let Karlotta touch the artifact. I just want her to be bound. I keep thinking about what happened in the caravan. I never want her to be powerless again. Sorry I even brought it up. She isn’t your daughter and I can’t dump this on you.”

Matteo made a noncommittal noise, and they walked faster to catch up with the others. He couldn’t imagine what it must be like for her. Luna had a dark history, and what almost happened to Karlotta was probably traumatizing for her. It must be so hard to be a mother and feel like she couldn’t properly protect her daughter.

If he was in a similar situation, he would probably be grasping at straws as well, willing to do anything for his kid. But Karlotta wasn’t his. They had grown close over the last month or so. She felt like one of his cousins. But he wouldn’t give any of his cousins an artifact worth dozens of gold stater.

Luna grabbed Karlotta’s hand and asked her if she wanted to go visit her work together. She was ecstatic about the idea, and they raced off. Matteo and Chiara watched them go with a smile on their faces.

“Luna’s right. It’s a terrible idea. Are you thinking about doing it, anyway?” Chiara asked.

“Do what? Oh, you mean give her the artifact? Yeah, no,” Matteo said with a sigh. “Even if I thought she could put the automaton together, I wouldn’t give a kid an artifact worth thirty to fifty gold stater. I know you think I am a softy, but I promise you, I’m not that crazy.”

“I think you should do it,” Chiara said.

Matteo stopped and turned to her. “What? You think I should let her use the glass cutter? Do you seriously want me to give a kid an artifact?”

“It’s the perfect artifact for a kid. People usually wait until you are grown up to bond with artifacts because they can be dangerous. Not this one. Karlotta isn’t going to risk anyone’s life by mending things,” Chiara said.

“So what if it’s safe? That’s not the main issue here. What if she bonds with the artifact? It asks you every time you use it. How can we trust her not to accidentally say yes?”

“You can’t trust her not to make a mistake. That’s why I think you should give her the artifact and ask her to bond with it,” Chiara said. “It would make Karlotta tougher and stronger, and put Luna’s mind at ease. Trust me, she needs a little more peace of mind.”

"That's a pretty extravagant gift you are encouraging me to give," Matteo said with a raised eyebrow.

Chiara nodded, "Yeah, you are right, it is. The deacon made me think of it. There's a temple here, and I talked to their deacon a few days ago. He got me thinking of maat. We have been blessed with impressive magical power and more stater than we know what to do with. We need to balance things out. I tried to give Luna some money, but she wouldn't accept it. This, though, she would accept the artifact. It's something big enough that it would make us more balanced, more maat."

"Us?"

"Yes, us. I'll give you all the stater I can spare to help cushion the blow," Chiara said. "I don't have enough to cover the whole cost, but it's not like you can't afford to give up the artifact. Your pen is a moneymaker."

"We've been lucky the last few months. I'm not sure we can count on making that much on a regular basis," Matteo said.

Chiara shook her head, “No really, you can mint stators with that pen. Let me prove it to you. If I can show you how to make ten stater in a day, will you give her the artifact?”

Matteo took a moment to stare at her to see if she was messing with him. She was serious. “Well, alright. I guess if you can show me the golden cow, I'll go for it. I guess being maat is important too.”

Chiara clapped her hands. “Excellent. Meet me on the ground floor an hour before sunrise tomorrow.”

“Seriously? An hour before sunrise?” Matteo groaned.

“Trust me, this is going to be fantastic,” Chiara said and skipped away.
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“Welcome to the dungeon!” Chiara said and threw her hands wide.

Matteo was still waking up on the walk down here, but the expansive sight was impressive enough to get his adrenaline rushing. They were underneath the citadel, in a room three stories high. Giant pillars studded the room, holding up the tower above. The room was as large as an entire floor and felt even larger.

There were mana lights across the ceiling and along most of the columns. There wasn’t much shadow in the entire room. That didn’t make it feel nice to be in here. It still felt like a dungeon to him, despite not being dark and dank. It was probably because everything seemed so utilitarian down here. He was used to the designs the founders had on the floors above.

“Come on, let me show you around,” Chiara said. “This place is similar to a founder’s temple, only it’s permanent, since it was built on a mana fountain. We kill a lot of monsters down here. On the outer edges are the redoubts where all the fighters are set up.”

She pointed to fortifications around the outer edge of the room. They were each three stories tall. There were arrow slits on the upper floors and a series of low walls in front of the ground floor.

Chiara led him towards the center of the room as she talked, “You know how normal temples have separate rooms and traps to kill some of the monsters? Not here. It’s all one room and the traps have been broken for decades. We have to kill all the monsters ourselves. And there are a lot of them. Do you see that central spire in the middle?”

He didn’t yet; the sightlines were broken up in here. He had to walk around a pillar to see what she was talking about. In the center of the room was a softly glowing spike coming down from the ceiling. It was pointing towards a small hole in the floor. “I see it now,” he said.

“Right, so as soon as it’s activated, five artifacts are formed on the tip of the spire and drop into that hole. They get dissolved to power the citadel. At the same time, about a hundred and fifty monsters get spawned in the center of the room. You see, the maze in the middle there? It separates the monsters and slows them down. By the time they get to us on the outer edges, they are in six single file lines, ripe for the killing,” Chiara said and pointed out the path the monsters would take.

Each maze path led to a killing field in front of one of the redoubts. Matteo could see how this would be a very efficient way to kill a lot of monsters, particularly if the redoubts were full of bound with ranged weapons. He understood why Chiara would want him to try it out. His spells were perfect for attacking from a fortified location. Only one thing still bothered him.

“You mentioned it wasn’t as safe as they said at first. What’s the dangerous part?” Matteo said, as they walked closer to the center.

“They get all kinds of monsters in here. Some of them work together, and some of them are sneaky. The shadow walkers are particularly deadly if you aren’t expecting them to pop up from behind. Hypno beetles can stun a full redoubt if you aren’t careful and the other monsters could come in and kill everyone,” Chiara said. “They have policies and procedures to handle that kind of thing, but it’s best to have someone you trust watching your back as you hang out on the third floor and throw fireball after fireball.”

Matteo grinned and nodded. With his dexterity bump, he could actually do that now. “What’s the pay like? It must be pretty good if you think I can earn ten stater for a few hours of work.”

“Eh, it might be more than two hours,” Chiara said. “They pay you based on how many monsters you kill. The leaderboard keeps track for you. It’s the only founder’s magic still working in here. If you are fast, and you kill all the monsters in a shift, you could earn ten stater. It’s entirely possible.”

“How many bound does it usually take to kill all the monsters in a shift?” Matteo said.

“There are between fifty and sixty bound in a regular shift, which is six hours, with a break in the middle for lunch,” Chiara said.

“So you want me to kill hundreds of monsters…”

“Oh no, thousands at least,” Chiara interjected.

“You want me to kill thousands of monsters and basically steal the day’s wages of sixty bound?” Matteo said with a raised eyebrow.

She waved away his concern and said, “You aren’t stealing if they don’t do anything. It will be fine.”

Matteo didn’t really believe her. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to kill a lot of monsters. She was thinking he would want to spam fireballs, but he had a better idea.

…

“Are you finally ready?” Chiara said. “The shift started an hour ago.”

“Just because the mana regeneration here is high doesn’t mean I can pump out all the rune words I want. It takes time to regenerate between creating runes,” Matteo said. “But yes, I’m ready.”

“Good, because you are last place on the leaderboard. You aren’t going to get a single stater at this pace, let alone several,” Chiara said.

They were standing near the center of the dungeon at the moment. The system required all the monsters to be killed before the next artifacts were summoned. Sometimes, certain monsters would hide in the maze and they would have to leave the redoubts and hunt them down. Chiara’s wasps were a great way to do that, risk free.

Matteo grinned as he put his plan into action. This was going to be great. Once he was ready, they jogged back to the redoubt they were stationed at. The other seven bound gave them the stink eye. They wanted to speed things up. Matteo gave them a wave. They would get their wish soon.

The dungeon master activated the spire and five artifacts appeared and fell through the hole in the floor. A half second later, monsters started appearing. They popped into existence, one after another. It happened fast enough that the pops sounded like a rattle. Within moments, a hundred and fifty monsters had appeared in the center of the room.

A cacophony of roars and buzzing filled the air. The newly spawned monsters were confused and angry to find themselves amongst strange beasts. There were over a dozen different monsters in the room now, everything from time lions to water beetles to lightning bats. There were a few dozen of the last kind, and they immediately took off. They screeched and searched for humans.

The sightlines in the room meant that none of the monsters could immediately see a human, but most of them could smell their prey. The bats flew as one, spiraling up towards the ceiling. They ran into the trap Matteo had set for them there.

He had placed a half dozen fan runes in the air around the central spire. The lightning bats were three to six feet wide, but not very strong. The invisible fans shredded the flying monsters, one after another. The spells didn’t break until three-fourths of the bats were shredded. Matteo didn’t get to see it happen, but the leaderboard on the rear wall of the redoubt let him know his fans were successful.

The rest of the monsters rushed into the mazes, both to find the source of the human smell and to get away from monsters not of their kind. The fastest of the monsters ran into more fans and turned themselves into a spray of blood and guts. The fan runes on the ground didn’t last as long as the ones in the sky. The armor of the walking monsters was considerably tougher than their flying counterparts.

All of this happened within the first ten seconds of the monster’s appearance. Matteo’s name shot up the leaderboard. He was staring at the list, judging the effectiveness of his traps by how quickly his name rose up the list. He had already surpassed Chiara and his best traps were still to come.

The monsters that made it past the fans slipped and fell into the wall. They had slid across the oil slick he had placed within the maze. The monsters coming up behind them fell as well, sliding into the first ones and creating a pileup. He had placed oil slicks throughout the maze, so pileups happened no matter which path the monsters chose.

The confused monsters clawed and hacked at each other, killing more monsters before any of them even saw a human. That was just a bonus though. Matteo’s real plan kicked off when the monsters made it further into the maze. They came across the newest rune word he had discovered, the one that created explosive mines. Three enormous explosions sounded, one after another.

The explosions raced through the corridors, turning any nearby monsters into ash. The ones further out still got lit on fire from the oil they had just slid through. Their death was slower, but no less assured.

Matteo chuckled as his name shot up to the top of the leaderboard. He turned around and threw a fireball at the lightning bats that survived his trap and flew within range. It was the first rune he had traced out since the monsters were summoned.

Not every monster had been caught up by the three explosive mines he had placed. The rune words took a lot of mana to create, so he couldn’t make that many at once. He had placed the mines on the far side of the dungeon. That meant that the monsters that made it through the maze on his side of the dungeon were covered in oil and unburnt.

Matteo rectified that situation with a barrage of fireballs. He killed the monsters heading towards his redoubt, as well as the ones racing towards the two redoubts by his sides. He stopped slinging fireballs after only six of them. His work was done. The dungeon was quiet again.

He had killed more than a hundred and forty monsters by himself, and less than two minutes had passed. He could have killed all of them, but some of the other bound had strong ranged attacks. The one with the gravity artifact was particularly effective.

A pair of fire salamanders plodded out of the maze to his left and were taken care of by the bound there. They were one of the few monsters naturally resistant to his tactics. Moments later, the leaderboard turned from red to green. That meant that all the monsters from this wave had been killed. It normally took them a half hour to fully clear the board between activations. Matteo had done it in five minutes. The fact that his explosions took out the hiding monsters sped things up considerably.

He grinned when he saw he had twice as many kills as number two on the leaderboard. The dungeon master came out of his control room and walked to where he could see Matteo.

He swore loudly and yelled back, “What was that?”

Matteo laughed and yelled back, “Let’s go again! I have a different spell I want to try out.”

The bound around him looked at him in shock. A few of them grumbled and wondered how long he could keep this up.

While they were giving him the evil eye, Matteo left the redoubt and positioned himself so he could see the center spire. He waited for the artifacts to form and drop before firing off his last stored rune word.

The tornado rune word took a bit to get started. It created a simple funnel first before slowly growing in power. The flying ants made it a few hundred feet before they were sucked back into the swirling vortex. All hundred and fifty monsters were sucked up into the tornado and slammed into the spire and each other. Matteo threw a few fireballs into the mix for fun. The fire-tornado was beautiful.

When the spell ended a few seconds later, almost all the monsters were dead. A few dozen more died when the wind stopped and they fell to the floor. The remaining twenty or so monsters were either stone golems or teleporting slimes. He let the rest of the bound around him take care of the stragglers while he walked back to the redoubt.

He grinned as he saw the leaderboard update again. He was so far ahead, it wasn’t even funny.

“Hey!” a voice angrily said.

Matteo turned to see one of the melee bound walking up to him. He was huge and musclebound, holding a huge jawbone as a weapon. A pair of bound were following behind him.

“You can’t just steal everyone’s kills like that. I know you think you are untouchable with your high levels, but everyone has to sleep,” the man said, and smacked the jaw bone into his hand menacingly.


Book 2 Chapter 33: Doubtless Redoubt

Matteo felt the gaze of everyone in the redoubt. They were scowling at him and pointing their artifacts in his direction. The melee bound was the one that had threatened his life, but it seemed like everyone else agreed with him.

Casually, Matteo laughed and held up his hands. “Relax, I’m not going to steal all your kills. It takes me a while to prepare those spells. You are still going to get your kills and your rings. I will just give you a break every few hours, alright?”

Despite his nonchalance, Matteo was kicking himself. He thought this might happen, but he let Chiara convince him to try, anyway. He should have explained this to everyone ahead of time. He had been too excited to try out his spells and see if they would work the way he expected.

The melee bound seemed confused at his answer for a bit, then took a step back. “Well, alright. See that you do.” He awkwardly stepped back, getting into position for the next wave.

It would have been easier for Matteo if the next wave started then. Unfortunately for him, the dungeon master left his control room and came to have a conversation with Matteo. He hurried to reassure the dungeon master that he wasn’t going to steal everyone’s kills for the rest of the day. The dungeon master still gave him a talking to. The citadel needed a constant supply of new bound to power the tower. If bound weren’t making money, they would leave, and there would be no one to kill monsters when Matteo moved on. He would do more harm than good if he monopolized the monster killing.

Once Matteo agreed to set up his traps only one more time that day, the dungeon master walked back to the control room and started up the next wave. The rest of the bound kept looking towards Matteo during that wave, but he didn’t fire a single spell that time around. While he was standing there, doing nothing, Chiara walked up to him.

“Sorry about that. I didn’t think things through,” she said apologetically.

“It’s fine,” Matteo said. “I really should have talked to everyone about it beforehand.”

She put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s ok, we can be idiots together.”

Matteo laughed and pushed her away. The monster wave went quickly, and they were soon onto the next one. For this wave, Matteo limited himself to three fireballs. With the monsters bunched up, he still ended up killing a dozen of them. He easily kept his lead for the next few waves and doubled his lead a few hours later, when he had the rune words ready again. By the end of the day, Matteo had decided he wouldn’t be back tomorrow. Despite the fact that everyone said they were fine with the way things were, he could tell there were still hard feelings.

The shift ended early in the afternoon, and everyone lined up to get their pay for the day. They were organized from fewest kills to most, so Matteo was last. The looks everyone gave him weren’t friendly. That just solidified his desire to find a different job tomorrow.

“Matteo, hang back for a bit. I need to talk to you for a moment,” the dungeon master said after he handed him the four gold stater he had earned.

With a shrug, Matteo agreed to stay. Less than a minute later, the only ones left in the dungeon were the dungeon master, Matteo, and Chiara.

“First off, sorry about earlier. I had to come down on you hard so no one else’s feelings would get hurt. To be honest, I love it when people like you visit the citadel. I have a quota, and you made it easier to hit that today. I have a proposition for you if you are interested,” the dungeon master said.

“Oh yeah, what’s that?” Matteo asked.

“Would you be interested in coming by after regular hours to quickly knock out a few waves of monsters?” he said. “It would help us build up a store of artifacts for the slow days.”

“Would it pay the same rate as normal?” Matteo said. He would be happy to make a lot of money without upsetting the regulars.

“No, we don’t have the budget for that. But I can let you have the pick of the artifacts afterwards, one per wave,” the dungeon master offered.

Matteo looked at Chiara with a raised eyebrow. If he was going to do this, he would need her to be his backup for any monsters that his rune words missed. She nodded and Matteo turned back to say, “You got a deal. I’ll head down tomorrow after I see the rest of the bound come back up.”

They shook on it, and Matteo skipped up the stairs. This was perfect. He wouldn’t have to work as much and he wouldn’t make anyone mad. He could use some of the artifacts to level up and the rest he could sell.

He turned to Chiara and said, “I think you've shown me I can make good money with my pen. That's all the more reason to give away some of my wealth. You are right, it's only maat. I’ll give the Glass Cutter of Mending to Karlotta, like you wanted.”

“Excellent. Can I be there when you do it? I want to see the look on their faces,” Chiara said excitedly. She handed Matteo a small stack of stater to cover her part.

“Of course,” Matteo said. “We can go do it after dinner. I’m buying.”

…

“You can’t be serious. This is a terrible idea,” Luna said, dumbfounded.

Karlotta threw up her hands and said, “Yay!” She reached for the glass cutter, but Luna slammed down her hand and blocked her reach.

“I hope you two can understand my disbelief when you say you want to give my eleven-year-old daughter a knife worth dozens of stater,” Luna said with a calm fury.

Matteo blinked and said, “This was your idea, and Chiara agreed. She said it would be good for Karlotta to have bound strength to make her safer. I guess it’s natural to have reservations about expensive gifts. Hopefully, you know us well enough by now to know that this is a gift with no strings attached. Chiara and I are just trying to be maat. The goddess has granted us much, we need to give to others to stay maat.”

Luna sat up and calmed down. She considered his words for a long moment and said, “Does it have to be a knife? Can’t we get something less valuable and not so sharp?”

Chiara leaned in and said, “The tiny cutting wheel on top isn’t really dangerous. This is actually a perfect artifact for a kid. All it does is mend things back together. There aren’t many artifacts that wouldn’t be dangerous in the hands of a pre-teen.”

“I feel like you ambushed me and you want me to make a life altering decision right away,” Luna said.

“You don’t have to make up your mind now,” Chiara said. “But you are right about this being life altering. Giving her an artifact that can mend bones and fix devices will set her up for life.”

Luna frowned and nodded. Everyone ate in silence for a moment. They were at a family-style restaurant. The spread of food in front of everyone was an easy distraction. Matteo thought the beef short ribs were the tastiest, but the beef crumbles with tangy sauce were a strong contender. He also liked the little bowls of tasty food, everything from chili peppers to bamboo shoots. There was only one thing that he thought was disgusting. It was spicy fermented cabbage, and although he found it vile, Chiara liked it.

“Alright, fine,” Luna said to the table. She turned to her daughter and said, “This is actually a big decision. It will determine your course in life. Chiara is right that it could help you get rich, but it also eliminates possibilities for you. You would never be a Ranger like Matteo or a soldier like Dad. You would be stuck in a city most of your life. Are you sure you want me making such a big, life altering decision for you? You might want it now, but who knows what kind of person you will become as you grow up?”

Karlotta swallowed her rice and said, “I’m sure, mom. I like fixing stuff. Dad said that he liked cooking when he was little, and I’m the same way. I am always going to like fixing stuff.”

Luna smiled sadly and said, “I hope that’s true, honey. And if not, I hope you can forgive me in twenty years. Go ahead and pick up the glass cutter and accept the bond.”

Karlotta squealed in delight and wiggled in her chair. Then she controlled herself and seriously said, “Thank you, mom.” She picked up the Glass Cutter of Mending and said, “Yes.”

After all that buildup, Karlotta must have been expecting something more. She held the artifact in her hand expectantly, and then her shoulders slumped when nothing happened.

Chiara laughed and said, “Yes, sweetie, that’s it. You will get stronger and tougher now. You will heal much faster, too. You are probably as strong as a grown-up now, so be careful.”

Karlotta seriously nodded back at her and carefully set the glass cutter back down. Then her eyes lit up, and she turned to Matteo. “Does this mean I can put together the automaton?”

Matteo chuckled and said, “Sure thing. You will need to get some practice with your new artifact first. Once you have a hang of it, let me know and we can work together to repair the automaton.”

“Yes! I am going to practice so much!” Karlotta said.

Luna laughed, and they went back to dinner. Karlotta was true to her word, practicing with mending things every chance she got. She learned the limits of her artifact, and the tricks to using it best. Her mother was sick of things being stuck together on the first day. Luckily, Karlotta discovered that she could unstick things as well. She practiced for a week before she felt ready to tackle the automaton.

Matteo brought his enchanted bag up to the crafting rooms and they got to work. They started with the hands. The articulated fingers were intricate, but the number of runes that had to be perfectly matched up was lower there.

Karlotta tried to take charge of the process and make Matteo her assistant. He flatly refused. This automaton would be worth a lot if it could be returned to working condition, and he was going to make sure that happened. He showed her how the pieces fit together and how to use the magnifying screen to see the rune lines.

She had to try four times with the first finger before Matteo was satisfied that it was on right. They only got a single hand done the first day. The next day they started the work of attaching it to the wrist. Matteo noticed that the one working eye on the head started blinking furiously.

Matteo stopped her and brought the head closer to examine why it was doing that. He happened to place it near the other hand’s wrist and the eye shone with a steady light. Was it trying to communicate? Matteo examined the wrists they had and realized that they had grabbed the wrong one. Karlotta had the wrong wrist flipped over. He had her swap them out, and the eye shone steadily again.

As Karlotta worked on the repair, Matteo sat back in shock. The head was still working. Not only working, but aware enough that it could help with its own repair. That changed the priorities. They needed to fix the head first, so it could talk them through the remainder of the repair.

The automaton was in the laboratory for a reason. There had to be something wrong with it. If the head could tell them what it was they needed to fix, that would be perfect.

“Hey Karlotta. How does your artifact do with things that are broken in place? This eye here and the mouth there seem to have the parts all in place, but broken, obviously,” Matteo said.

“Mr. Red can do that. As long as it used to be working, he can bring everything back to its place. I think it’s been so hard to put the hand together because it didn’t use to work. They were probably still making it,” she said.

“Mr. Red?” Matteo asked.

“It’s what I call my artifact,” Karlotta said defensively.

Matteo held up his hands and said, “It’s a fine name. Go ahead, put Mr. Red to work.”

Karlotta placed the artifact on the automaton’s eye and the internal parts started shifting. The glass repaired itself, and the eye started softly glowing. She moved onto the mouth and a similar process repeated. The metal teeth realigned, and the lips grew to cover them. She moved onto the neck and the wires and support rods realigned. When she was done, she set the head on the desk in front of them.

“That feels so much better, thank you. Hello Matteo and Karlotta. My name is Medjay,” the automaton said with a melodious voice.
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Matteo sat back in shock. The automaton he had seen in the Kursaal Rooms was nothing like this one. Not only could Medjay talk like a person, she seemed to be aware of her surroundings. She even knew their names.

“Hello Medjay!” Karlotta said happily.

“What… what,” Matteo started, then shook his head. “Are you self-aware?”

“I am. That’s very astute of you to recognize so quickly,” Medjay said.

“Thank you,” Matteo distractedly said. He was still thrown by talking to a disembodied head.

“Thank you for beginning to fix me. However, now that you have started the process, we are in a bit of a time crunch. My backup mana battery in my head won’t last long now that I am fully awake. Would you allow me to direct the remaining repairs?” she said.

“Uh, sure,” Matteo said.

Karlotta huffed, “I think she was talking to me.” She turned back to the automaton and said, “What do we do next?”

“First, we need to connect my head to the main battery in my torso. If my memory is correct, there is damage to the neck area. Let’s work on that first,” Medjay said.

Medjay talked Karlotta through the process of fixing her neck and torso. Matteo helped get everything into position with rearrange and rebalance runes. Karlotta got to work right away. With Medjay there to correct any errors instantly, the progress was swift. Within an hour, her head was attached to her torso. The lower half of the trunk hadn’t been fixed yet, but Medjay said they could get to that later.

“Ah, that feels much better,” Medjay said and closed her eyes in relief.

It was eerie how realistic the automaton looked. As it got repaired, the chest and head went from devices to parts of a person. Her face gained lifelike expressions and moved like skin. Karlotta didn’t seem to notice, but Matteo did. This wasn't a normal automaton. It was far more human-like than anything he had seen before.

“I should be able to last a month or two with my current reserves. We have time to get the rest of my body right. If you would like, we have time for a break, and then we can start with fixing my right arm since you have already assembled that hand,” said Medjay.

Karlotta took the chance for a break. She had been intently concentrating for longer than she was used to. She wandered around the crafting room, checking out what the others in the room were working on. There was a wide mix of projects in the room. Some were repairing armor, some were fixing stoves. Still others were crafting clothing and silverware from scratch. The room had a wide variety of founder tools everyone found useful.

“Matteo?” Medjay said.

“Yes?”

“I can see that you have all of my major body parts on the desk here. However, we will need more parts to fully repair me. Are you able to access the room you found me in? I am hopeful we can find the internal parts I am missing there,” she said.

Matteo pulled out his dimensional bag and took out his box of parts he had snagged along with the automaton parts. He placed them on the desk where she could see them. Many of them were random gears and structural parts. Most of them were small devices with unknown functions. He hit them with a rearrange rune to make things easier.

“What about these parts? Any of them useful?” Matteo said.

“Yes! The blue one with the rounded end will be a perfect replacement for my right hip joint. Several of the smaller pistons will be needed to replace my innards. The long pointy things on the right will be perfect for my left forearm,” she said.

“You want these things in your forearm? They look like spike weapons to me,” he said as he held them up.

“That’s because they are weapons. You don’t want me defenseless out there, do you?” Medjay asked. She seemed to be genuinely asking.

“I’m not sure, actually. When I started this project, I thought I would be repairing a valuable automaton. A thing. But now I suspect you are far more than that. I can’t arm you when I don’t know who or what you are,” Matteo said. What he left unsaid was that he had been warned about the automatons. They were still loyal to the founders that made them. The same founders had been at war with the goddesses. He didn’t want to arm someone that wanted to continue to fight a war they had lost decades ago.

“That’s a reasonable stance to take. You don’t know me from Isfet, of course, you don’t want to literally arm someone you don’t know. What can I tell you about myself?” she said.

Matteo weakly chuckled at her joke. “The first thing I would like to know is who made you and what your purpose was. The world has changed since the time of the founders.”

“Time of the founders? Who are the founders?” Medjay asked.

“Did they not call themselves that? I thought we got the name from them,” Matteo said. “Anyway, they are the ones that made you and this building. We call the people that came before the fall ‘the founders’.”

“I take from the name that the fall was some sort of cataclysmic event. What happened? What is the world like now?” Medjay said.

“That’s a long story. It’s been at least a hundred and forty years since that time. How about you tell your story first, and I will give you a history lesson afterwards?” Matteo said.

“A hundred and forty years?” Medjay whispered to herself. She seemed stunned. She shook her head and said, “I guess my story is history, too. There were three different peoples that make up the people you call ‘the founders’. The Keftiu, the Remtju, and the Nubians. My shell was created by the Nubians as a soldier in their war against the goddesses.”

“Your shell?” Matteo prompted.

She nodded. “What you see is my body, not my soul. My body was created without a soul, a mindless automaton in the war. My soul and identity came later, after the goddess intervened.

“The people of Nubia were fighting to ‘free’ humankind. The three goddesses, Ma’at, Isfet, and Echidna were guiding the humans of this world, and they didn’t like it. The Nubians wanted to rule everyone themselves and started the war. Those loyal to the goddesses were the Keftiu. They were fewer in number, but they were winning. They entirely wiped out the Remtju with their runic spells. The goddesses gave them power as well. They granted the Keftiu divine sight to see the Nubians coming from miles away, and a divine power to smite them from afar.

“The Nubians created an army of automatons to combat that power. Without a soul, we were invisible to the goddesses’ power, and immune to divine attacks. It worked for a time. We killed many soldiers and destroyed more than one citadel. The goddesses intervened by granting us all souls and commanding us to turn on our makers.

“I don’t know what happened after that. I was damaged in the very next engagement, taken apart by the Nubian scientists. They were trying to discover a way to revert us back to our base natures,” Medjay said. “I am overjoyed to discover they failed and I still have my soul.”

Matteo sat back, absorbing what she had said. He hadn’t known any of that. He said, “Our histories start after that war. We didn’t know of three different peoples, only that everyone died. The goddesses removed themselves from the world in anger, only returning after all the founders were gone. Those that had advanced rune knowledge, who could build buildings like the one we are in now, are all gone. The church says that the kaiju did most of the work, and the monsters did the rest.”

“Kaiju? I’m unfamiliar with that term,” Medjay said.

“You haven’t heard of the kaiju? You must have been taken apart early in the war. The goddess Echidna created great beasts, animals that stand twenty stories tall. They move slowly, but their great size allowed them to wipe out the founder’s cities. Only a few places like this one still survive. Things are very different now. Most of the world does not have access to magic like this citadel does. We live atop the tamed kaiju, or on the ground in walled cities,” Matteo said.

“I must admit, I am curious to learn more about the current state of the world. Please tell me humans are no longer at war with the goddesses. I have had my fill of war and yearn for peace,” Medjay said.

“You talk funny,” Karlotta said. She had returned during Matteo’s explanation.

“Yes, I suppose to you I do sound strange. I prefer precise communication, even if it isn't quick,” Medjay said kindly.

“To answer your question, the founders thoroughly lost the war against the goddesses. There are none of them left. Those that are alive now show the goddesses proper deference,” Matteo said.

“Oh thank Ma’at, all glory to her name,” Medjay said.

“Don’t get excited yet. There is still war, but now it is between humans. The goddesses stay mostly out of it. Although, now that I think of it, that may have changed. It’s possible that Isfet is waging war against her sister Ma’at using the nations of Carcassonne and Thatcham as proxies,” Matteo said.

Karlotta gave him a look and said, “What does proxies mean?”

“Eh, it’s boring political stuff. You don’t have to worry about it,” Matteo said. “You feeling up to continuing Medjay’s repair?”

“Yes! Let’s do this!” Karlotta said and held her glass cutter in the air.

They took Medjay’s suggestion and repaired her right arm first. After that, she was able to help with repairing her left arm, holding things into position. She had two working arms in short order. It was lunch time then and Matteo insisted they take a break to eat. Karlotta didn’t want to leave, not until Medjay was fully repaired. Matteo pulled out a pair of meals from his dimensional bag. It was bittersweet to know he was almost out of his home-cooked meals.

While they ate, Medjay said, “Matteo, you mentioned that your histories say that the founders died out. I imagine that means you don’t believe yourself to be descendants of the people that fought the gods. I would assume that meant that you would be a descendant of the Keftiu, those that fought on the goddesses' side. However, the Keftiu were experts in enchanting and could have easily rebuilt the cities ruined by the great beasts you call kaiju. Even the least of them could repurpose this citadel. Yet, that has not happened. That leads me to believe you are not of their kind, either. If you are not descended from the peoples alive at the time, where did you come from?”

Matteo shook his head. “I don’t know. I didn’t really pay attention to that part of the histories. All I know is that all of the founders died. I believe we came from an entirely different people, maybe from a different part of the world. Maybe that’s why only some of us can use the founder’s artifacts. They were not made for us.”

“What do you consider an artifact?” Medjay asked.

Matteo pulled out his pen and spun it between his fingers. “Things like this. Objects that contain a singular type of magic. Mine grants me spells if I know the runes for them.” He demonstrated by slowly tracing out the armor rune and applying it to himself. “They form in caves and valleys, along with places we call the founder’s temples. Their forms and functions are random.”

“Ah, I believe I know what you mean. The ‘artifacts’ appear in enclosed buildings along with monsters, correct?” Medjay said.

“That’s right,” Matteo said.

Medjay nodded. “I believe what you call a temple is what started the war against the goddesses. Ma’at gave humans the artifacts, with Isfet providing the challenge of defeating monsters to earn it. They were happy that only those that really wanted the magical power would risk their lives to claim it. However, the Nubians devised a way to efficiently spawn endless ‘artifacts’ and automatically kill the monsters that came with them. They were basically stealing the power of the goddesses without having to earn it. They were warned several times to stop, but their arrogance caused them to rebel. They thought they were stronger than the goddesses when they only possessed a sliver of their power.”

“If the goddesses hate the founder’s temples, why do they still exist?” he said.

“I am unsure. I imagine there are many things about the current situation that I don’t understand yet,” Medjay said. “I hope to find those answers soon.”

There was a lull in the conversation, and Karlotta decided to fill it. The fact that her mouth was currently full of ravioli didn’t stop her.

“Can you eat, Medjay?” Karlotta mumbled.

“No, dear. I get my energy from refined crystallium. Like any creature of magic, I use mana instead of food,” Medjay said.

“Refined crystallium? I haven’t heard of that. My arm is powered by a crystallium shard. Could we buy something like that for you?” Matteo said and pointed out the softly glowing spot on his metal arm.

“That is an impressive arm you have there, Matteo. I wish that I could use crystallium straight from the ground like that. Sadly, I cannot. I must have refined crystallium. It is many times more mana-dense than the one powering your arm,” Medjay said.

“What happens if you can’t get refined crystallium? Will you starve?” Karlotta said.

For the first time since she was awoken, Medjay was at a loss for words.
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Matteo watched the expressions of horror and dismay wash over Medjay’s face. She realized that the thing she needed to survive might not be produced anymore. There was a chance she was being revived now, only to die a few months later.

“The founders used to make lots of refined crystallium, right? I bet we can find a refinery in one of the surviving ruins. Maybe even in this citadel,” Matteo said.

“That is possible. This is a war citadel of the Nubians, and they are the ones that created my body in the first place,” Medjay said, brightening.

“Don’t worry, Medjay,” Karlotta said while patting her on the shoulder. “We will find you some batter, so you don’t starve.”

“Thank you for thinking of me and my battery, Karlotta,” Medjay said gently.

Karlotta smiled and pushed the rest of the meal over to Matteo. She wanted to get back to repairing her friend. The rest of the repair didn’t take long after that. With two working hands, Medjay was able to hold the parts in place and guide Karlotta’s mending artifact. Her hips and legs were quickly repaired. The spare parts were enough to replace Medjay’s broken joint and a few other internal parts. She wanted to put the darts within her forearm, but Matteo tucked those away. He liked her, but he didn't know her well enough to arm her yet.

Soon enough, Medjay was fully repaired. She stood up and kissed Karlotta on the cheek as she said, “Thank you Karlotta, you are wonderful. And thank you, Matteo, for rescuing me. I owe you more than I can say.” She kissed Matteo on the cheek as well. He was surprised by how soft her lips were for metal skin.

“I know of one way you can repay me,” Matteo said. “I need to learn new runes for my magic. Do you think you could teach me some?” He had been counting on trading the repaired automaton for a lesson in runes. Now that he knew she was a person, he wouldn’t be doing that. It would be perfect if she could still teach him new runes.

She shook her head. “No, sorry. I am unable to inscribe runes. My original creators blocked that ability so intelligent automatons would not be able to replicate themselves.”

Matteo shrugged. “It’s fine. I would have repaired you no matter what. You don’t have to worry about repaying me.”

She stood up and ran her body through a series of stretches and maneuvers. When she bent over to touch her toes, Matteo realized something. She was basically naked. Although her skin was metal, she was more anatomically human than he expected out of a war robot. Her supple skin and sculpted physique were making him embarrassed.

“We should get you some clothes,” Matteo said while politely looking away. “Why did they make a war machine that looked like that, anyway?”

Medjay laughed, a tinkling sound, and said, “War automatons were a new idea. They didn't have time to design them from scratch. And yes, I would love some clothes.”

Matteo grabbed a jacket out of his dimensional bag and had her tie it around her waist. Karlotta took her hand and said, “Let’s go shopping!”

Medjay allowed herself to be led away, smiling as she went. Matteo followed them as they walked all the way down to the ground floor stalls. Along the way, they got several shocked looks. Some gawked, others stood in shock. One young man turned and ran away as soon as he saw the metal lady.

Karlotta brought Medjay straight to a clothing stall. Apparently she had been there often because the proprietor greeted Karlotta by name.

“We are buying today, Ming,” Karlotta said happily. “This is my friend, Medjay. Can you help us make her look stylish?”

“I don’t know about stylish. I think practical is good enough for now,” Medjay said.

Ming stumbled back as if she was struck. “That is an advanced automaton. It must be worth a fortune.”

Medjay frowned and Matteo said, “She’s not an automaton like you are thinking of. She is a real person.”

Ming bowed towards Medjay and said, “I am sorry, my lady. Please forgive me if I offended you. Let’s get you dressed in my finest clothing.”

They spent the next half hour trying on clothing. Medjay said she only needed a simple tunic and pants. Karlotta and Ming insisted she try on everything in her stall, and the two nearby. In the end, they bought three tunics, four pants, a pair of dresses, and a cloak. Naturally, Matteo footed the bill.

“I promise to pay you back when I can, Matteo,” Medjay said.

He waved his hand. “It’s fine, I can afford it. You look great now.”

She had decided to wear one of the dresses right away and spun around. She said, “I do, don’t I? I find myself quite enjoying the modern fashion. The pockets in this dress are perhaps the best part of modern life.”

Matteo chuckled and said, “Alright, where to next?”

“Oh, I know! We should show her the spider riders!” Karlotta said.

“Nope! That’s not happening. Anything else. Literally anything else,” Matteo said quickly.

Medjay said, “Spiders? Like the monsters? They ride monsters now?”

“Some do. Most people are sane and stay away from spiders at all costs, but yes, some people can ride spiders. I assume they have a taming artifact of some sort,” Matteo said.

“That sounds fascinating. I would love to see that,” Medjay said. “Maybe later though. For now, I think it would be appropriate to pray to the goddesses and thank them for my second chance at life. Where is your temple?”

Matteo tilted his head and said, “Huh, I don’t actually know. I am sure they have a temple dedicated to Ma’at in here somewhere, but I haven’t looked it up yet. What about you Karlotta? Do you know where the temple is?”

“Yes, it’s on the second floor. It’s dark and stuffy,” Karlotta said. “I don’t want to go.”

“That’s fine. We can take you to the Zero G rooms. Your mom is almost done with work. Maybe they will let you play until she is done,” Matteo said.

Medjay happily took Karlotta’s hand, and they headed up the stairs once more. They didn’t get nearly as many looks now that Medjay was fully clothed. Her metallic green skin stood out less now that it was just her head and hands uncovered.

Karlotta tried to convince Medjay to join her in the weightless play room, but she declined. She wanted to commune with the goddesses as soon as possible. Matteo and Medjay followed her instructions down to the second floor. The temple was on the opposite side of the tower as the Kursaal Rooms. In a side corridor, there was a large room that had been repurposed into a temple.

The central altar and statue of Ma’at were beautiful. The pews and rest of the room were much less beautiful. It was clear that those in the Eclipse Citadel were less devout than the turtle Matteo had grown up on.

“Is this all that there is? Where are Isfet and Echidna?” Medjay said.

“We don’t pray to evil goddesses,” Matteo said. He tried to give the nearby deacon a reassuring look.

“There are no bad goddesses,” Medjay said with a smile. “The goddess of challenge only helps us become better. The mother goddess is the one that brings us all life. We can’t only worship the goddess of balance.”

“There are those that worship Isfet and Echidna,” Matteo said. “We call them cultists because they are trying to destroy our way of life and defeat our country.”

Medjay frowned. She seemed like she was going to argue, but shook her head instead. “No matter, the goddesses hear my prayers, no matter where I pray. I only wanted to pay them extra respect since I had been asleep for so long.”

She walked down the aisle to stand in front of the statue, then knelt down and placed her hands on the floor. The deacon gave her the stink eye, but she didn’t notice. Matteo stood there awkwardly while she silently prayed.

When she stood back up a few minutes later, she had a dazed look on her face. She walked up to Matteo and said, “They didn’t answer.”

“Who? The goddesses? Do you usually get answers to your prayers?”

“Yes. Don’t you?”

“Me? No. I’m not nearly important enough to get a personal response from Ma’at,” Matteo chuckled. “I am sure the Archbishop gets answers to his prayers. Maybe the cardinals too. I don’t know about the deacons.”

She turned to the deacon who had walked closer. He opened his mouth to talk, but Medjay spoke first.

“Have you ever gotten a personal answer to your prayers?” she said urgently.

“I… what are you?” the deacon said as he realized who he was talking to.

Medjay snapped her fingers in front of his face and said, “Answer the question.”

The deacon pulled his head back, offended. Still, he answered with, ‘I believe all of us have had answers to prayers. A good feeling, a kind neighbor, Ma’at works in many ways to show her love for us’.”

Medjay shook her head, “No. Have you ever heard the voice of the goddess directly?”

“My experiences with Ma’at tend to lean towards feelings, a quiet assurance that balance is always restored,” the deacon said.

Medjay trembled and whispered to herself, “Did they lose the war?” She looked back at the statue, then up at the ceiling. “No, that’s not possible. Maybe the Nubians found a way to block the goddesses in their buildings.” She turned to Matteo and said, “Can you take me outside?”

“Uh, yeah, sure,” Matteo said.

They walked out of the temple, leaving a frustrated deacon behind. It didn’t take long to make it beyond the outer walls of the Eclipse Citadel. Medjay insisted they walk past the farmlands in case the anti-goddess field extended that far. Matteo doubted that such a thing existed, but he was happy to go on a walk with her.

The implications of her worry were interesting. Medjay expected an immediate response from the goddesses because she presumably had gotten that before. According to her, she was one of many automatons granted a soul, not a leader of a nation. Yet she had regular communication with beings that ruled the world. It was different from the idea of Ma’at he had grown up with.

The deacon he had grown up with, Deacon Lorenzo, had painted a picture of a goddess removed from the individual concerns of most people. Ma’at was concerned with the world as a whole, only intervening when the balance was in jeopardy. Deacon Lorenzo had told hundreds of stories of the goddess of balance and justice. Even the smallest impact was one that affected an entire village. Why did Medjay know a Ma'at that behaved very differently?

Eventually, they reached a spot that Medjay was comfortable with. Matteo kept an eye out for monsters while she prostrated herself. This time, she knelt for ten minutes before she stood up.

She looked at him and said, “Are the goddesses dead?”

Matteo shook his head. “No, they are still here. Ma’at leads this nation, and the cultists are led by Isfet. We still receive artifacts from Ma’at, monsters from Isfet, and kaiju from Echidna.”

“Then why aren’t I receiving an answer from them? What’s changed?” she said as she looked at her hands.

“It’s been decades since you were last awake. Maybe they don’t know you are awake yet, and aren’t listening,” Matteo said with a shrug.

She shook her head sharply, “No. To imply they are unaware is to malign their divinity. That’s blasphemy.”

Matteo took a step back. “I didn’t mean to imply that. I worship Ma’at. I may not be the most devout, but I still believe. She is the only reason this world has not fallen into chaos.”

“What’s changed then? I thought all that truly believed in their hearts could talk to any goddess of the trinity. If the goddesses are still here, does that mean I am no longer worthy of their attention? Have I sinned, or did the Nubians do something to make me unworthy?” She continued to stare at her hands.

Matteo felt her heartbreak and rushed to alleviate it. “Maybe the goddesses have decided to take a step back. You said in your time they answered every prayer and humans still rebelled. Maybe they decided to be less involved in the lives of men. That might be their way of preventing a future rebellion.”

She slowly looked up. “Maybe. It would be a departure of what I knew of the goddesses, however you do present a logical argument. The only question is how to prove it either way? How do I know they simply choose not to answer, and not that I am some bundle of tainted scraps that only thinks it is alive?”

An answer didn’t spring to his mind this time. They slowly started walking back to the citadel together. He felt bad for her. A crisis of faith shook the very foundations of who you were. He was feeling the same, to a lesser degree. He had always assumed that the other two goddesses were the bad ones, but Medjay said that all three were once worshiped. The fall was a greater change than either of them had known.

Before they arrived at the citadel doors, Matteo had an idea. He said, “I know one way we can prove it. I can show you that Ma’at still loves you, that you aren’t just some automaton.”
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“How?” Medjay said flatly. It seemed like she didn’t want to get her hopes up. Not after she failed to contact the goddesses and her worldview cracked.

“There is a holy site in Carcassonne. The archbishop presides over the church there. I am sure he would be interested in an automaton with a soul. We could petition him for an audience with Ma’at. I know he has her ear,” Matteo said. He hurried to add, “And if he refuses to speak to some nobodies, there is another option there. The church sells miracle pills in Carcassonne. They contain enough divine will for a small miracle. Most people use them to restore a lost limb or heal an incurable illness. I am sure it would work for a simple prayer, too.”

“Really? They sell unbound divine tears? Ones that can grant any wish?”

“Not any wish, it needs to be small and contained in scope. It’s expensive too. Ideally, we get the archbishop to talk to us. But yeah, miracle pills are a great backup plan,” Matteo said as they started walking up the stairs within the central shaft.

Medjay tapped her chin. “That sounds like a better plan than abject despair. Alright. How do we get to Carcassonne? The city I knew with that name was a border city hundreds of miles from here.”

“It might be the same one you knew. It’s an enormous city and the capital city of our country with the same name,” he said.

“Your nation has the same name as your capital?” she asked. When Matteo nodded, she tsked and shook her head.

Matteo laughed and said, “Anyway, to answer your question, we are planning on riding a tamed kaiju. There should be one here within the week. You can come with us.”

“Would there be a cost associated with such a conveyance?” she said. “I don’t want to be indebted to you any more than I already am.”

“Don’t worry about that. I would much rather have the company of a fascinating person like you than a few coins clinking together in my pocket,” Matteo said with a shrug.

She stopped and gave him a raised eyebrow. “In my time, asking for a lady’s company had certain… connotations.”

Matteo held up his hands. “I wasn’t… I didn’t mean…”

She laughed with a high tinkling sound and said, “I didn’t say the attention was unwanted. Only that we should get to know each other more before we explore that possibility.”

“Are you messing with me?” Matteo said, totally thrown by that twist.

“Maybe. Ask me again in a few weeks,” she said with an enigmatic smile.

His face heated up, and he said, “Whatever. Let’s find a place for you to stay tonight. I know you said you didn’t want to be indebted to me, but you need a place to sleep before you can figure out what you want to do next.”

“Actually, my kind do not require sleep. Our minds operate differently than yours. We can sleep, particularly when we wish to conserve power, but it isn’t necessary,” Medjay said. “I appreciate the offer, but I believe I will ask around to see if I can find a source of refined crystallium. Even if that is unsuccessful, I will search for employment. I still plan on journeying with you to Carcassonne, paying my own way.”

“Oh, alright. Good luck then. I have to go to work right now, otherwise I would come with you,” Matteo said.

She nodded primly and said, “Where can I find you later? I would like to continue our friendship.”

“I’m watching Karlotta tomorrow with my friend Chiara. We are going to explore the seventh floor after lunch. Why don’t you meet us there?” he said.

“Until then, Matteo,” she said. She grabbed his face and kissed his cheek. “Thank you again for rescuing me. I will never forget it.”

Matteo stood there, stunned, as she walked off. Her mannerisms and flirting had him imagining an unlikely relationship. He shook his head. He always did that. He imagined there was romance with women he had just met. Ilaria, Chiaria, even Julia were subjects of ridiculous fantasies. Medjay didn’t need a boyfriend right now, she needed a friend.

After lunch the next day, Matteo met Karlotta and Chiara in front of the hotel. She asked them what had happened with the automaton yesterday. Karlotta excitedly told the story as they walked up to the seventh floor. She told Chiara all about how wonderful Medjay was and how fun it was to go shopping with her.

Chiara patted Matteo’s shoulder and said, “I’m sorry to hear that, buddy.”

Matteo tilted his head. “Sorry? Why? It was a great day.”

“You were planning on making that automaton your payday. That’s all gone now since she is a person. To add insult to injury, she made you go shopping and pay for it.”

“It wasn’t that bad. Clothes don’t cost that much, even here in Eclipse Citadel. It sucks that I won’t learn new runes, but it’s not like I can sell her into slavery,” Matteo said. “Besides, Karlotta is right. Medjay is nice. I am sure you will like her.”

Chiara shrugged noncommittally. They soon arrived at their destination, the seventh floor. Medjay was sitting on one of the benches near the walls. She saw them approach, but didn't get up yet. She had a pair of cats on her. One was purring on her lap and the other had draped itself across her shoulders. She looked like she was in heaven, slowly petting both animals.

Matteo was surprised to see the pets. There weren't many of those around. On kaiju and on the ground, pets were often the first things targeted by opportunistic monsters. Now that he thought about it, that didn't apply to the inside of the citadel. The cats were perfectly safe in here. He had heard that cats were picky about who they approached, but apparently, these were friendly. That made him happy. He wanted to pet one.

His hopes were immediately dashed as they approached. The cats sensed them coming and cantered away. Medjay frowned slightly to see them go. Then she smiled and stood up to greet them.

“Hello Medjay! Good to see you. This is my good friend Chiara,” Matteo said and turned. “Chiara, this is Medjay.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Medjay said and touched her middle finger to her forehead.

“Is that some sort of founder greeting? I don’t know that one,” Chiara said. “We usually just shake hands if we want to be formal.”

She stretched out her hand, and Medjay took it. Chiara had to show her how handshakes worked, but she caught on quickly. Karlotta wanted to shake her hand, too. Afterwards, Matteo took his turn with a grin.

“So, how was your night? Did you get your bearings in the citadel?” Matteo said.

“I was perhaps overeager to jump into the job hunt last night. There are not many people willing to hire an independent automaton. Even fewer of them were awake last night. Thankfully, someone recommended I take advantage of the nexus. It’s not as robust as it was when I was awake last time, but it was an excellent source of information about the current situation. I investigated a few possibilities this morning,” Medjay said.

“I imagine the modern world is very different from the one you are used to,” Chiara said.

“I would hardly call this world ‘modern’. In almost every key metric, your civilization is behind the one I come from. You are entirely right though. It will take some time to get used to how things are now,” Medjay said.

Chiara frowned but said nothing in return.

Matteo decided to break the awkward silence by saying, “Let’s go explore, shall we?”

The seventh floor was mostly given up to crafting. There were carpenters, smiths, bookbinders, weavers and more. The four of them slowly toured the floor, talking to the workers when they had a minute. Matteo was particularly interested in the tannery. Everyone on the seventh floor used at least one bit of enchanting or founder’s magic. The tannery used several clever bits of magic to create leather quickly.

They took monster hides and placed them into something resembling a coffin. When they took them out moments later, they had lost all  the fleshy bits from the back of the hide. Then they placed it on a special table and fed it through a horizontal laser to remove the hair. After they had a stack, they placed them into a cabinet with a glass front. It looked a lot like a proofing cabinet from a bakery. Only this one produced fully cured hides at the end of its cycle.

They spent a pleasant afternoon together, watching the crafting and chatting with each other. Medjay shared banal stories of her life after she was ensouled. Matteo and Chiara gave her a censored version of their story since they gained artifacts. The full truth was far too violent to tell with Karlotta there.

Eventually, they had to part ways. It was time for Matteo and Chiara to go to work. They dropped off Karlotta at the hotel first.

As they walked away, Medjay said, “Do you mind if I come along? One of the possible locations of a crystallium refinery would be at the lowest level.”

“We are going into a very dangerous situation. I am not sure if you want to come with,” Chiara said.

“I was built as a combat automaton. I don’t anticipate any harm befalling me. I promise to stay out of your way,” Medjay said.

“Sure, come along,” Matteo said. “You haven’t seen my spells yet. I want to know how they stack up to what you are used to.”

Chiara rolled her eyes and said, “Yeah, come along. Whatever.”

Matteo gave Chiara a look but didn’t say anything. They made it down to the dungeon just as the last bound was coming up from their shift. He gave Medjay a short tour of the place while Chiara established a dome of terror wasps.

Medjay was very interested in the hole below the central spire. She noticed that Chiara seemed impatient, so she stopped her examination. Once everyone was in place, Matteo signaled the dungeon master.

Even as monsters were popping into existence, Matteo was throwing his spell. By the time all hundred and fifty monsters had appeared, the tornado had already started building. A handful of seconds later, Matteo threw a fireball into the middle of the twister. The resulting fire tornado killed most of the monsters from that wave. Chiara sent her terror wasps in to clean up the stragglers.

This wave ended up being easy. There weren’t many monsters with the natural resistances needed to survive Matteo’s rune word. Less than five minutes later, the leaderboard turned green to signify all monsters were dead.

Medjay turned to Matteo and said, “That was amazing. Truly. The amount of mana and destructive force in that spell was more than I was expecting. You mentioned you wanted to know how you compared to the militaries of my time? Far above average. I would put you at the level of an artillery company. Perhaps not the most powerful the army had to offer, but certainly in the upper echelon. How often can you create spells of that caliber?”

“Maybe once an hour? The four rune words I stored in my pen took me most of the day to prepare. If it’s just a single rune, though, I can do about one every second,” Matteo said.

“Ah, well, that restriction would swing you back towards the middle of the pack. Still very impressive though,” Medjay said. She turned towards Chiara and said, “Your skill is also praiseworthy. I would have loved to have you on my squad when I was in the war.”

Chiara nodded in thanks. Matteo gestured to the dungeon master, and they did another wave. It went just as swimmingly as the first. The third round gave them a bit of a scare. It had more shadow monsters than most, and one of them could teleport into their shadows. Luckily, Medjay detected it and sent a dart from her forearm into the monster before it could harm Chiara.

Chiara hadn’t seen the monster and was quite put out by the development. Once the fourth wave was over, they walked to the center to divide up the artifacts. There was the usual assortment of artifacts available. Their pay for the day was four of them, two each for Matteo and Chiara.

When they had made this deal, Matteo had expected to get a level up or two from these artifacts. What he hadn’t considered was why the dungeon master was so willing to part with the artifacts. They were uniformly low leveled. Chiara had gotten one level up since they started working here a week ago, but that was it. They could still sell them, but the market here was over-saturated. They had just been storing them, intending to sell them somewhere else.

While Matteo and Chiara had been picking out their artifacts, Medjay was talking to the dungeon master near his control room. Matteo turned to Chiara and said, “What is it with you and Medjay? You haven’t been nice to her all day.”
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Chiara widened her eyes and took a step back. She seemed to think about the question for the first time. Matteo patiently waited for her to speak. This wasn’t the Chiara he knew. Medjay was great, and he didn’t know why Chiara was being terrible to her.

“Let’s… let’s talk about this later,” Chiara said.

Medjay walked back to them with a spring in her step. Matteo smiled and said, “Did you find a battery you can use?”

“No, but I learned that Carcassonne sells it. Sometimes the tower buys refined crystallium when their power levels get low,” Medjay said. “If it’s not too much of a bother, I would appreciate the opportunity to accompany you on the next kaiju.”

“Of course. Happy to have you with,” Matteo said.

“Excellent. I look forward to it. In the meantime, I will find gainful employment in order to give you your rightful recompense,” Medjay said. “It was wonderful to meet you, Chiara. I hope I will see both of you again soon.”

They waved to her as she walked off. Matteo used his interface to check the levels of the artifacts they picked today. As usual, they picked one green magic artifact and one yellow.

“Bright ones today,” Matteo said absently. “You can actually use this one to level up if you want. It’s a Picture Frame of Madness, level fifteen.”

Chiara took the yellow magic artifact, and he stared at the remaining one. Could he use the green magic artifact as well? The way his interface worked, he couldn’t check the level before he absorbed it. But if he compared the brightness of the two artifacts, he could make an educated guess. It looked like it was one or two levels brighter.

That made this a tough decision. If it was one level higher, it would be useless to him. If it was two levels higher, he could use it to level up. The only question was, should he risk wasting the artifact on the chance that it would work?

He decided to risk it. He needed a level up more than he needed a few gold stater. He smiled when a familiar blue box popped up.

	Gear Shaft of Movement (Green Magic 17)

	Artifact absorbed. Choose one to level up.

	Pen
	Body

		


Having a modifier of movement made this choice difficult. He could see it granting his pen artifact greater flexibility or the ability to target spells better. At the same time, movement was inherently a process of the body. If it increased his dexterity once more, he would be able to send out spells nonstop.

That thought made him select body. He liked the idea of instantly having any spell he wanted at his fingertips. He eagerly reviewed the choices.

	Choose one aspect to upgrade

	Green Aptitude : 66% ---

	Strength : 15 >>> 16

	Agility : 29>>> 31

	Senses : 18 ---

	Constitution : 24 >>> 30



He didn’t like any of those choices. He had always wanted to improve his strength, but if he selected it here, it would be a waste. It only added one point and the other two options were better. Adding agility could be useful, but it had the same problem. How could he justify adding two points to agility when he could be adding six points to constitution?

Choosing to upgrade his constitution was the logical choice. He would get the most benefit out of the level up that way. It still felt like a waste. He already had a high constitution, and he rarely got hurt.

Matteo grumbled to himself for a little longer. Eventually, he chose constitution, like he always knew he would. Having his alternate interface allowed him to get the most out of every level up. It was a benefit most other bound didn’t have. They often only got a single point per level up. Since the beginning, he has been choosing the greatest benefit with every level. No reason to stop now.

	Rune Scribe Pen Bond with Matteo Del Fante

	Affinity : 79%
	Green Aptitude : 66%

	Magic Energy : 20
	Strength : 15

	Flexibility : Medium
	Agility : 29

	Activation : Rune Words
	Senses : 18

	Mana Pool : 50/50
	Constitution : 30

	Level 17

		


His stats were looking pretty good. He guessed he would stack up favorably against most level twenty-five bound. He was lagging in strength, but doing well in everything else. He decided to devote the next few level ups to his pen. He needed a larger mana pool to handle the rune words he was getting into, and having a higher magical energy would make his every attack stronger. He already had an artifact he could use to level up again, but he should wait to use it. It was level twenty-five, and high leveled artifacts were hard to come by. He needed to level up to at least twenty before he used it.

He turned to Chiara and said, “I got higher constitution, what did you end up with?”

She smiled. “My senses went up to twenty. I can see so much better now. It’s insane. I don’t think I can see magic like you can, but I can see the far wall clearly now.”

He congratulated her, and they walked up the stairs together. It was dinnertime, and they had a favorite place to eat now. There was a stall on the ground floor that sold döner kebabs. Matteo thought they were almost as good as the ones on the shell, and they brought back plenty of good memories.

While they ate, Matteo said, “Do you feel like talking about Medjay now?”

She swallowed and said, “Yeah. What the hell is wrong with you?”

Matteo jerked his head back. He hadn’t been expecting the vitriol. “What’s wrong with me? I was bringing it up because I wanted to know what’s up with you. You are usually nice, but when I introduced a new friend today, it seems like you didn’t even give her a chance before you decided you didn’t like her.”

“What I don’t understand is why you do like the automaton. Seriously,” Chiara said and set down her döner. “I am honestly wondering if it has some sort of mental magic.”

Matteo frowned and shook his head. “Of course not.”

“Are you sure?” Chiara said. “Think about what happened last night. An automaton told you it was built for war, and you decided to fix her, anyway. It’s one of the founder’s weapons, the same founders that caused the fall. Why would you give it the power to destroy again and let it loose in the citadel?”

“Don’t call her an it. She is a real person,” Matteo said firmly. “You are acting like I am trusting her with my firstborn. I’m not. She hasn’t asked for anything. I offered her money, and she refused. It’s clear she just wants to be friends.”

She sat back and folded her arms. “Don’t act like she is just some random person you rescued in the wilderness. We both know this is more complicated than that.”

He sighed and said, “You do have a point. Anything from the founder’s time, even a person, could be dangerous. I will keep an eye out and consider the possible outcomes. However, I will continue to judge her based on her actions, not the founders. I hope you can do the same.”

Chiara looked off into the distance. “I don’t think I can do that. I don’t judge monsters individually. I kill them all indiscriminately. You do too. The same should be said of people from the founder’s time. The goddesses struck them down for a reason.” She held up her hand. “But I respect you. I will be polite to your automaton. Just don’t expect me to be her friend.”

Matteo nodded and said, “Thanks for being honest with me. Your friendship means a lot to me. I don’t want this to drive a wedge between us.”

“I have seen you do plenty of dumb stuff in the last few months. If that didn’t send me running for the hills, this won’t either,” Chiara said with a grin. Then she snapped her fingers as if remembering something. “Oh, by the way. I’m breaking up with you today. Luna knows you well enough now that she won’t be afraid to travel with you.”

Matteo clutched his heart and said, “You’re breaking up with me? How could you do this to me?”

“If she asks, it was an amicable breakup. You wanted kids and I don’t,” she said calmly, ignoring his theatrics.

He stood up straight and said, “Really? You don’t want kids? I want kids, for real.”

“Eh, it’s true enough for now. If I decide to have kids, it will be years from now,” Chiara said.

“Fine. Excuse me, I have to go drown my sorrows in liquor,” Matteo said, back to the dramatics.

Chiara laughed and pushed him away.

…

“You told me it would be large, and I expected something colossal. This beast is an order of magnitude larger than I expected,” Medjay said, in awe. “It's overwhelmingly colossal.”

The five of them were standing in line to board the kaiju. They were up on the tenth floor, and a long bridge led from there up to the back of the nearby crocodile. Medjay had been expecting the bridge to go down, not up. The fact that the back of the crocodile was more than ten stories above the ground was almost enough to shatter her runic pathways.

Luna chuckled and patted her on the shoulder. “This one isn’t even one of the biggest ones out there. You should see the snake kaiju south of here. It’s three times as long as this one.”

Medjay patted Matteo on the shoulder and said, “I can see why you told me not to doubt the goddesses. The evidence of their majesty and glory literally walks through the land. Praise be to Echidna.”

Matteo winced as she showed her worship of one of the “bad” goddesses. Luckily, no one around them seemed to have noticed. They were focused on their destination. A third of the refugees from Cripple Creek were joining them on the crocodile. They would be safely carried to a mining city north of here. Only a small fraction of them were continuing north up to Carcassonne.

“Tickets please,” a bored attendant said as soon as it was their turn.

Medjay took out a small stack of wooden tickets and handed them over. She had insisted on paying everyone’s way. Her recent windfall was more than enough to cover the tickets. Much more.

She hadn’t found a job that would take her as an employee. Instead, she had created a job that ended up earning her sacks of gold stater. Since she had been alive during the founder’s time, she knew all about their technology. She offered a service to repair and explain founder tech that the residents had unlocked.

Medjay fixed dozens of founder devices, from big to small. She was able to unlock the shower’s scent enhancements for a trio of high end hotels. She got two more floating platforms working with Karlotta’s assistance. The citadel government paid her quite a bit to get the hydroponics room working.

Almost everyone wanted her to get their weapons working better. She had to explain that the citadel owners had been her enemies and their weapons worked very differently from the ones she knew.

Even without that source of income, she still became one of the richest individuals in the citadel in the week before the kaiju came. She had more than enough to pay their way. It made Matteo vaguely uncomfortable to accept her charity. Chiara thought his attitude was hilarious and teased him about it often.

“Please keep moving, sir,” the attendant at the top of the bridge said.

Medjay had stopped at the top of the bridge when she could see the back of the crocodile. She shook her head and said, “Sorry. I was just enamored with your expansive city.”

As she moved on, Matteo got his first look at the city atop the kaiju as well. It reminded him a little of home . The crocodile had armored plates across its back, much like the shell he was used to. The scale of this kaiju was much larger than his hometown. It was possible that the population on the kaiju was about the same as the Eclipse Citadel. Only it was spread out on one surface, instead of ten floors.

The architecture was mostly uniform, with oval buildings closely packed together. They had gray-green roofs, clearly meant to imitate the crocodile’s scales. He imagined that the buildings would be invisible from above.

The streets were busy, people hurrying to and fro. Today must be a market day since they had stopped at the citadel. Medjay led the group past the crowds of vibrantly dressed people. There were blues and reds, greens and yellows. Purple was rarer, but still well represented. Everyone wore long strips of thin fabric, wrapped around themselves in interesting patterns. Matteo felt positively drab in comparison.

Medjay led them to the motel she had rented for everyone. It looked like a collection of houses, only split up into rooms instead of a single-family house. Luna, Karlotta, and Chiara got a large room to themselves, and Matteo got his own small room with a separate entrance. Medjay didn’t have a lot of baggage, but she stored what she had in Matteo’s room.

“Matteo, meet me out front in the morning after breakfast. I have a surprise for you,” Medjay said, with a literal twinkle in her eye. She had somehow made her ocular orb sparkle with light.

Matteo was impressed with the trick and curious about the surprise. She kept mentioning that she owed him, despite the fact that he told her the debt was long since repaid.
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“What’s the surprise?” Matteo said when he met Medjay out front.

She shook her head. “You will only discover our destination after we have arrived. Until then, it will remain a mystery.”

Matteo laughed and gestured for her to lead the way. He found that he liked her strange way of talking. It was like a meandering path. It took longer to get to the destination, but the journey was enjoyable.

The two of them slowly walked through the busy streets of the crocodile. The main thoroughfare was a wide road along the crocodile's spine. Many of the city’s businesses had shops or stalls along the street. They did some window shopping as they walked. Matteo wanted to hurry things along, but she refused to be rushed.

Once they got to the front shoulders, Medjay turned left and into a street food market. It was a bustling courtyard full of stalls. There were countless kinds of food there, from papaya salad to grilled chicken. The one that had wide rice noodles looked particularly tasty.

“Oh, that smells superlative, spicy and unctuous,” Medjay said.

“You can still smell, even though you can’t eat?” Matteo asked.

“Yes. I have all the same senses you do, even taste. My creators, both the human and divine, gave me the ability to emulate people in almost every way,” Medjay said. “To be honest, I wouldn’t have it any other way. As much as I enjoy the sights and smells around me, I find the idea of mastication abhorrent.”

“Alright, I will try not to masticate around you,” Matteo said.

She dismissively waved. “Don’t worry about it. I wouldn’t expect you to refrain from ingesting food any more than you would prevent me from replacing my battery. We both need the energy to survive. Although, I admit, my time with you is much more enjoyable than merely surviving.”

“Thanks, I enjoy spending time with you, too. You are always so calm. It’s like you are a rose petal floating on the river. The world around you can only affect you so much. Being with you always leaves me centered and happy,” Matteo said. “Today might be the exception, though. I can’t stop thinking about this mysterious surprise.”

“In due time,” she said with an enigmatic smile.

They wandered through the food court and on to the upper shoulder. There was a large building on the top of the shoulder, one with a drastically different architectural style. It had hundreds of thin towers stretching towards the sky. Each one glowed softly, clearly some sort of magical effect. The roof was still covered in the gray-green paint, but it wasn’t flat like the rest of the city. As they grew closer, they could see that every square inch was covered in runes.

Matteo didn’t know what to make of the building. That many interconnected runes had to be built by the founders, but it looked unlike any founder building he had ever seen. The white stucco was something they never used in their construction as well.

They walked into the building, a low tone sounding when they crossed the threshold. A man dressed in loose white robes hurried out from the back. He was bald and held a slate and rune scribe pen in his hands.

“Welcome to the Runic Shrine of Crak̄hê,” the man in white said with a shallow bow.

“Crak̄hê?” Matteo asked.

“Crak̄hê? The great crocodile? The kaiju you stand upon right now?” the man said.

“Oh, sorry. I didn’t know its name before,” Matteo said with a shrug.

Medjay snickered and then said, “I am Medjay and he is Matteo. We have an appointment with the head monk. Can you lead us to him?”

“Yes, madam…” the monk said, only now realizing he was talking to a woman made of green metal. He shook his head to recover and said, “The abbot told us you were coming. Please follow me.”

The monk led them deeper into the shrine and into one of the side rooms. After he introduced them, he respectfully bowed and left the room. Matteo turned his attention to the abbot. He was wearing the same white robes as the monk and sat cross-legged in front of a low table. Medjay and Matteo joined him on the floor.

“Welcome, Matteo. I am the abbot of the Runic Shrine of Crak̄hê. We are one of the foremost repositories of runic knowledge in the modern world. Your friend Medjay has provided some services to the shrine and has earned a favor in exchange. She decided to use that favor on you. For the next two hours, you can ask me anything you want,” the abbot said.

Matteo’s eyes widened and he look over to Medjay. She had figured out a way to help him with his runes, even though she didn’t know them herself. He reached over and gave her a hug. “Thank you, thank you so much. This is wonderful.”

She beamed back at him and said, “You are welcome. I hope you have enough time to get all your questions answered.”

“Speaking of which, your time has already started,” the abbot said.

Matteo slapped his hands down and said, “Yes! Let’s go. Um, let’s see. Can you teach me a frost rune? I figure that would be a good attack spell.”

The abbot shook his head. “No, your consultation covers general knowledge. I will not grant you new runes for your enchanting.”

“I don’t actually want to learn how to enchant. I want to use my artifact better.” He took out his rune scribe pen and spun it in his fingers while he talked, “I can use it by tracing out a rune and it turns it into a spell.”

Matteo demonstrated by slowly tracing out the armor rune and applying it to himself. He said, “I already know what that one does, but there are like eleven runes I know, but I don’t know how to use them. Do you think you could help out with that?”

“Perhaps. Your application of runes is slightly different from the usage the founders intended. I recognize the reinforce rune you used just now, but you used it like some sort of mage armor. What do the runes you already know do?” the abbot said.

“Good question. How about I write out everything I know?” Matteo said.

The abbot handed him a used sheet of paper and an inkwell. Matteo took a bit to get used to using ink with his pen. Once he had it down, he quickly traced out the fifteen runes he knew the effects of, the five runes he didn’t know the effects of, and the six new ones he had learned in the Eclipse Citadel.

“I guess my first question would be why none of these runes seem to work for me,” Matteo said, and pointed at the six new runes he had learned.

“Artifacts are finicky. They operate on their own internal rule set that isn’t always clear. I am only an expert on runes, not artifacts,” the abbot said. “However, my guess is that your artifact only works with complete concepts, not linking runes.”

“What?” Matteo said.

“These six runes are all linking runes. They connect main concepts and adjust how they are expressed. They have a specific meaning that only works in conjunction with other runes. The runes you have here are a small part of the language of movement, of reacting and interpreting stimuli,” the abbot said. “There is nothing for your artifact to use to create a spell.”

“Huh. So these six are useless? Crap,” Matteo said and rubbed his face.

“No, that’s not what I am saying. I mean you will have to take apart and recombine the runes you already have,” the abbot said. He pointed to the force trap rune and said, “Take this one. You have the force concept combined with the wall and trigger runes.”

Matteo leaned closer and said, “You are going to have to explain that more. I thought that was a single rune and now you are saying it’s a whole rune word?”

“Sort of. Rune words are a different thing, but yes, this rune letter is made up of three different components,” the abbot said.

“Does that mean I can replace the force concept with the fire concept instead?” Matteo said.

“I don’t know how practical that would be, but yes. You have several base concepts here. You just need to know how to separate them out and recombine them,” the abbot said.

Matteo’s eyes widened, and he said, “I have fireball and waterjet runes. Does this mean I can create a waterball and firejet?”

The abbot shrugged. “Indeed. As I said, not sure how practical a glob of water will be in combat, but yes, you can do that.”

They spent the rest of their consultation discussing how exactly Matteo could take apart and recombine the runes he already had. It was more complicated than the abbot had let on, but Matteo was fairly sure he understood by the end of the consultation.

He also made sure to get a description of the five runes he hadn’t gotten to work yet. Unsurprisingly, three of them were basically useless for his purposes. The other two were more interesting. One of them was a transmute rune, it turned any type of metal into steel. The other rune increased the opacity of objects. The abbot mentioned that if he was able to reverse the effects of the rune, he might be able to get an invisibility rune out of it.

Medjay hadn’t said much during the conversation, but she was able to make some suggestions on which permutations he should focus on testing. She had plenty of combat experience and had some ideas on what would work.

By the time they walked out of the shrine, Matteo had four different runes he wanted to try out. He had traced them out and stored them in the pen. He would have tested them within the shrine, but he knew that would be a bad idea.

“Come on, Medjay,” Matteo said and took her hand. “Let’s run down the shoulder and test these new spells.”

Medjay laughed and let herself be pulled along. They raced down side streets until they hit the end of the inhabited section of the crocodile. They were on the edge of the kaiju’s left shoulder, right before it dipped down into the arm. There was a low fence separating the city from unclaimed kaiju scales. Matteo hopped the fence and pulled out his artifact.

The first one to test was the firejet. As soon as he activated the spell, a thin stream of fire erupted from the pen’s tip. The fire lost cohesion about ten feet from the pen’s tip and blossomed into a wide cone of fire. It lasted less than three seconds, less than the equivalent waterjet. The waterjet stayed coherent for longer, too. Apparently, several variables changed when you swapped out the central concept.

Next was the waterball. Medjay agreed with the abbot that it would be useless. He wanted to try it out, anyway. With a flourish, Matteo sent a waterball careening out into the air. It flew twenty feet before it dissolved into a spray of water and splashed to the scales.

Medjay gave him a glance with one eyebrow raised. Matteo shrugged and smiled. Onto the next test. Wind trap. He hadn’t used the wind rune much since he learned it. The blast of wind the standard rune created was underwhelming. However, Medjay was sure that a trap that triggered wind instead of force would be better. He hoped so. He already noticed that it took twice the normal amount of mana to trace it out.

He threw the spell in front of himself, about twenty feet ahead. A round circle appeared in the air and faded from view. Itas interesting that it created a circle instead of a square. He had the effect aimed straight up, so activating it wouldn’t cause any problems. Now he had to test it, something he hadn't planned out a method for. He knew the default strength of the force trap; he didn’t want to test it himself. While he looked around for something to throw at it, Medjay beat him to the punch.

She walked up to the invisible circle and slapped a hand onto it. The wind trap activated and sent a gale force wind straight up. It whipped Medjay’s hand up with such force that it cartwheeled her into the air. That brought her into the area of effect for the magic wind and sent her even higher. She spun up and up, topping out at thirty feet in the air before falling to the ground.

Matteo raced over to her while she was still falling, screaming out, “Medjay!”

To his shock, she landed on her feet, her arms splayed out for balance. She slowly stood up as Matteo skidded to a stop. She looked entirely unharmed, only a torn sleeve as evidence of her trip in the air.

Matteo caught his breath and said, “What were you thinking?”

She held up a finger and said, “First of all, you saw that I landed on my feet unharmed, right? I was built for combat, and they had high standards. Second of all, I had no idea it would be that powerful.”

“You know my spells can be powerful. You saw me use the tornado spell,” Matteo said as he shook his head. “I am going to test the last one, but this time don’t jump in, alright?”

She held up her hands and took a step back. He nodded sharply and aimed his last prepared spell. This one would either be a dud or the most dangerous one of them all.


Book 2 Chapter 39: The Right Spell for the Job

Matteo squared up and pointed his pen towards the forest floor below them. He made sure to give the kaiju beneath him a wide berth. It was probably overkill, but if Medjay was right, the last test would be the most dangerous.

When she said to insert the illuminate concept into the waterjet shell, he laughed. He didn’t need a light beam to spotlight distant things at night. However, she was convinced it would result in something else. Since the single rune took a quarter of his mana pool, he decided to error on the side of caution.

He activated the illuminate jet and a tiny ball of bright white light appeared on the pen’s tip. It shot forward almost instantaneously. It looked like there was a white thread connecting his pen to the distant forest below. Then his hand moved slightly, a minute movement related to breathing. The brilliant white thread moved, burning a line in the forest. The spell winked out a moment later.

Medjay knocked him with the back of her hand. “See, I told you it would be effective.”

Matteo slowly shook his head. “You got that right. It’s almost perfect. It’s long range, but precise. Almost like a laser, only a bit wider and white instead of red. Powerful too. I think I cut down a tree.”

She used her hand as a visor and said, “You cut off the crown of one tree and sliced apart a pair of bushes.”

“Right, you were made for combat. Of course, your vision is enhanced,” Matteo said.

She shrugged and said, “Do you want to try it again?”

“Yes!” Matteo yelled, eyes wide.

He quickly traced out three more light beams and set upon the forest. Death and destruction followed every twitch of his finger. He learned that he couldn’t move the beam too fast and still expect it to cut. However, if he held it steady, the cutting light could pierce deep.

“Impressive. Do you think that you can add it to rune words, too?” Medjay asked.

“Probably. The determiner of rune word compatibility is the outer edge of the rune letter. Now that I know I can swap out the center concept, I can probably re-jigger most of my rune words with different effects,” Matteo said, his eyes shining. This would drastically enhance his arsenal.

They walked back to the motel while Matteo considered all the possibilities. If his mana was full, he would probably be testing out rune words right now. He had used too much for the light beams for his mana pool to refill anytime soon.

The crocodile beneath them took great strides as they strolled along its back. Unlike the turtle he had grown up on, the crocodile’s motion was mostly a side-to-side affair. He could tell the movement would be drastic towards the end of the tail. Its belly scraped along the ground, flattening the forest as it walked. Matteo knew that it could walk without letting its stomach touch. It must be feeling lazy today.

He was feeling a little lazy himself. Matteo had worked hard at Eclipse Citadel. He decided he would take a break while they headed northward. Seven days from now, he would hit the ground running. For now, he would take it easy and enjoy the ride.

“Thanks so much for the runic lesson. The abbot said he couldn’t teach me any new runes, but I feel like I learned dozens more today. Thank you,” Matteo said. “I want to do something nice for you, too. What do you like to do for fun?”

“I… I don’t really know. When I was first built, I didn’t have a concept for self-determination, let alone fun. Once the goddesses granted me personhood, I felt like it was my duty to protect them, to fight in their honor. I've had years of combat, but very little free time. I don’t have the experience to know what I would find enjoyable,” Medjay said.

Matteo pointed a single finger skyward. “That’s it. We are going to try all the fun things and find one that you enjoy.” They walked tailward while he considered different possibilities. “We really should have started this process in the citadel. They have lots of businesses devoted to fun.”

She shrugged. “I felt like ensuring my financial stability was paramount. I’m told that my current funds are sufficient for my needs now, so I am amiable to your suggestion of exploring entertainment options.”

“Let’s get exploring,” Matteo said. He was excited to explore a new city with her. There was bound to be something she found entertaining.

Over the next few days, they explored music. There were a variety of performances available on the crocodile. They were mostly sung performances with stringed accompaniment. It wasn’t a style Matteo had heard before. He found the difference intriguing. Medjay did not. After the third performance, she was almost convinced she didn’t care for music.

That possibility physically hurt Matteo. How could anyone not like music? He assumed that she simply didn’t like the local style. To test that theory, he traced out one of his favorite rune words, crystal-fan-ears. Eleven large crystals formed in the sky and warbled and trilled a song from the founder’s time. To Matteo’s relief, she did like that song. She asked him to play other songs from her time, but he couldn’t. The rune word only produced a single song.

Next, they attended a fighting tournament, the kickboxing semifinals. Medjay insisted they leave before the first fight was over.

Once they were outside, Matteo said, “What was that about?”

Medjay stroked her fake hair and said, “I am discovering things about myself. I now know that I find formalized brutality abhorrent. In addition, their form was atrocious.”

“Their form?”

“Yes, both fighters were constantly leaving gaps in their defenses and the other simply refused to take advantage. It left me very unsatisfied.”

“Alright then, we will have to try something else to satisfy you,” Matteo said.

She tapped him lightly on the shoulder and said, “I am sure you can satisfy me, but let’s continue exploring the city’s offerings for now.”

“Hey, that’s not what I meant!” Matteo sputtered.

She smiled and said, “Sure, sure.”

They explored the crocodile’s gambling and nightlife next. Unsurprisingly, Medjay was a brilliant gambler, always knowing when the other players were bluffing. She could calculate odds on the fly and place the optimum bet. She still lost money. The gambling halls of the crocodile were long used to bound players, and had adjusted their games, so the house always won. She didn’t mind. Gambling wasn’t much of a diversion for her, so she welcomed the excuse to move on to the next activity.

Dancing.

She was an amazing dancer. She caught onto the local dances almost immediately. Her lithe body was perfect for the dance halls. Within hours, she was one of the most popular dancers. Matteo sat on the sidelines while she danced with partner after partner.

Once she had exhausted several dancers, she came over to Matteo and said, “Dancing is most enjoyable. Thank you for helping me discover that about myself. What’s next on the list?”

Matteo laughed and said, “Sleep for me. You might want to give yourself some down time, too. You used up a lot of energy just now.”

She got a faraway look on her face and then said, “You are right. I was having so much fun I failed to notice I had exceeded my budgeted power usage. May I spend the night in your room tonight? I won’t need a soft surface to sleep, I will just sit in low-power mode.”

“Uh, yeah, sure,” Matteo awkwardly said. It would be weird to have a girl in his room, but she did pay for the motel.

They walked back to the motel, making small talk about the stars in the night sky. They both knew the same constellations, but had different stories surrounding them. As they got to Matteo’s rented room, Medjay hung back a bit.

“Are you sure you are comfortable with my presence in your room? I am sensing some unease,” Medjay said.

Matteo shook his head. “No, I’m fine. Just a little tired, maybe. Come on in.”

Medjay stood at the threshold without coming inside. She glanced to the side and said, “Did you know that the combat automatons were not built from the ground up?”

“No, I don’t know much about your construction at all,” he replied.

“Until the war with the goddesses, there wasn’t much need for combat automatons. There were still plenty of automatons, but none were purpose-built for war. My creators took the most advanced automaton on the market and improved its capabilities. My chassis was originally a companion automaton, literally designed for empathy. I retained all the skills of the original chassis, only adding combat abilities on top of that,” Medjay said.

“Yeah?” Matteo said. His face was heating up, not knowing where she was going with this.

“I say all that to say I know you are lying. I am making you uncomfortable. I can’t help but see your every micro-expression and it’s clear you don’t want me in your private space,” Medjay said.

Matteo shook his head. “No, no. That’s not it at all. Come in, please.” He took a deep breath and said, “I may be slightly uncomfortable because I consider you to be an attractive woman. The thought of you in my bedroom is putting inappropriate thoughts in my head.”

“Oh,” Medjay said. After a moment, she continued, “I misunderstood. And I imagine I made it worse by referencing the details of my base chassis.”

Matteo scratched the back of his head. “Whatever, don’t worry about it. Just come in and rest. It’s no big deal.”

She came in and shut the door behind her. “Would it make you more comfortable if we talked more about it?”

Matteo’s face heated up even more. “No. No, thank you. Let’s just go to bed.”

“Alright. Good night, Matteo,” she said. She slid his clothes to the side of the closet and shut herself in.

“Good night, Medjay,” he said with a small smile. He hadn’t really expected her to do that. Better than her standing in the corner staring at him all night, though.

It took him some time to fall asleep. The strangeness of the situation really got to him. He slept in longer than he had planned, but they didn’t have any firm plans for the morning. Once both of them were changed and ready for the day, they headed out towards the head. There was a high-end clothes market there. Matteo suspected she would enjoy shopping for clothes there.

They were stopped at the neck. A trio of guards had the road blocked off.

“Why is this road closed?” Medjay asked.

The lead guard said, “Crak̄hê will be taking on a wild kaiju later today. The head moves around a lot during attacks. Closing off the head is for your own safety.” He didn’t look at them as he spoke, clearly repeating this phrase by rote.

“Huh, I heard there was one in the area, but I didn’t think they would attack it,” Matteo said as they walked away. He put his hand up and peered into the distance to see if he could catch sight of the kaiju in question.

Medjay turned and looked for herself. “Is… is that a moth? Can kaiju fly?”

“It’s a moth kaiju, yeah. But I am pretty sure it can’t fly. Most kaiju can’t. They move too slowly to stay airborne,” Matteo said.

“Most kaiju? Does that mean some can fly?” she said, her voice shaking.

Apparently, that idea scared her a bit. He said, “Probably not. I have heard rumors about kaiju that have storm magic, and float up with the clouds. It’s probably just an old wives' tale.”

She scanned the skies suspiciously before turning back to Matteo and said, “Will you help them in their endeavor? I imagine your tornado spell would be useful against something that big.”

“I have a few spells that would be handy, yeah. Not sure if I want to though,” Matteo said.

“Why not? I imagine they would remunerate you for your time, wouldn't they?” she asked.

“Probably, but that’s not the issue. I am not sure I want everyone to know how powerful my artifact is. If the Carcassonne army finds out about what I can do, they might draft me into the front lines. I am fine with serving my country, but I don’t want to die,” Matteo said. “On the other hand, I want people to know that I’m not home anymore, so no one attacks Tartaruga hoping to get at me.”

“That’s a tough decision,” Medjay said. “I know what I would do, but I don’t know what the right choice for you would be.”


Book 2 Chapter 40: The Masked Strangers

Matteo adjusted his helmet again. This was a dumb idea. It was Chiara’s suggestion, and he felt silly for going along with it. He was standing on the crocodile’s snout along with Chiara and Medjay. All three of them were fully armored, with facemasks underneath their helmets.

Chiara’s idea wasn’t bad on the surface. It would allow Matteo to use his artifact without anyone knowing who he was. He would provide visible proof he wasn’t on the turtle anymore, and the Carcassonne army wouldn’t be able to forcibly recruit him since they wouldn't know his identity.

Matteo still felt ridiculous. The armor on his right arm was clearly bulging more than his left. Anyone that knew him would know his metal arm was under there. The face mask made him feel like he was a kid playing pretend. He would be glad when this was over.

The moth kaiju was crawling this way and would be within range soon. Now that it was closer, Matteo could see the insect was actually furry. That was unexpected. It had almost as much fur as the wolf kaiju he had seen last month. The kaiju was also considerably smaller than the crocodile they rode.

It was still huge, hundreds of feet tall. But the crocodile could probably fit half of its body in its mouth at once. If the wild kaiju had any sense, it would be running away right now. Its goddess given instincts wouldn’t let it. Wild kaiju always attack other kaiju or human settlements.

The moth strode forward on six skittering legs. Its wings were folded up behind itself, colored black and yellow. Matteo thought that he might be able to see monsters crawling on its wings if he squinted.

He didn’t need to squint to see his target, though. The moth’s enormous eyes glittered with a silvery light in the sun. He had loaded up a few rune words to take care of them. Two were tornadoes, and the next two were experiments. He had worked with Medjay to put together the rune word, crystal-magnify-illuminate jet. It worked and took his full mana pool. He hadn’t had a chance to test it out yet, but he had some guesses about how it would work.

Like most combat situations, the majority of their time was spent waiting. While Matteo was feeling awkward, Chiara and Medjay were chatting.

“Medjay, Matteo was telling me that you two have been trying out hobbies. Have you found one you like yet?” Chiara said.

“Yes, I have discovered an abiding affection for dancing. The rhythmic movement speaks to me on a profound level. I was surprised to discover that I enjoy it enough to ignore the deleterious effects it has on my energy reserves,” Medjay said.

It took Chiara a moment to parse her statement. Then she said, “So, you like dancing enough that you run down your battery to do it?”

“That is correct,” Medjay said. “I still have my limits, but the enjoyment I derive convinces me to use more energy than is normally prudent.”

Chiara sighed, “Do you have to talk like that? The fancy words just make it hard to listen to you.”

“I don’t have to talk fancy. I wanna,” Medjay said. “The shits that put me together wanted me to talk like this. Short and crass. They built me to live fast and die quick.”

Matteo and Chiara turned to look at her. She sounded so different now. She even had a different accent.

Medjay switched back to her normal accent and said, “I choose to obfuscate my speech patterns in defiance. I know that it would infuriate them to listen to me now. My sisters and I developed our vocabulary and circuitous speech to help redefine ourselves as people, not machines.”

“Huh. I had no idea,” Chiara said. “Sorry if I came off insulting.”

“That’s quite alright. I understand that my speech patterns can be frustrating. I appreciate your continued patience with something I consider vital to my personhood,” Medjay said.

Chiara patted her on the shoulder but said nothing. The three of them awkwardly stood there for another ten minutes before the moth came within range.

Matteo carefully pointed his pen at the kaiju’s left eye. He activated the new rune word with a thought and carefully watched it work. Crystal-magnify-illuminate jet created a tight beam of light, roughly twice the thickness of a normal light beam rune. Only this beam didn’t cut the moth’s eye. It was just a bar of light. A moment later, a huge crystal appeared, centered on the beam of light. It was fifteen feet long and four feet wide. As soon as it finished forming, it shot off, riding the beam of light all the way to the moth’s compound eyeball.

The enormous shaft of crystal crashed into the kaiju’s eye and punched through. It shattered in the process, making a huge wound in the center of the enormous eye. Green tinged blood splattered out from the impact point. The impact created a thunderclap, which reached them a few seconds later.

The other bound on duty cried out and took a step away from Matteo and his group. Chiara laughed and clapped him on the shoulder.

“The effect was somewhat divorced from the expected result of those three component runes,” Medjay said thoughtfully. “Regardless, it is clearly an effective rune word.”

Matteo chuckled. “Effective, she says.”

He stretched out his hand and fired off another one of the enormous crystal spears. This time, he aimed for the right eye. The beam of light before the crystal formation was handy. It let him know exactly where the crystal spear would impact. Within moments, another fifteen foot crystal hit the monster’s other eye, accompanied by another spray of insect blood.

The moth kaiju finally reacted to the attack, slowly leaning back and screaming in pain. Its antenna lifted up, like great feathers flailing in pain. The bound around him started whispering to each other about how high leveled he must be. That much damage at that range was unheard of. Matteo could hear reverence in some of their voices.

Matteo, on the other hand wasn’t as impressed. He wished that he had been able to use the four rune fireballs he had with the crab. It would have been perfect for blinding the moth. As it was, the moth was injured but not blind. It was already heading towards the crocodile, roaring in anger.

Still, the new rune word did what he set out to accomplish. It let everyone know that the powerful new bound from the turtle kaiju was now on the crocodile. His facemask was a bit ridiculous, but at least this way the choice to join the army or not would be his own. He hadn’t ruled it out, but he wanted it to be on his own terms.

They waited for the moth kaiju to get within a few hundred feet before Matteo attacked again. He used the last rune word he had stored, the tornado. The moth’s wings were covered with monsters seeking the kaiju’s mana and were a serious threat to those atop the crocodile. Dozens of bound stood in a line, here to kill monsters before they could threaten civilians. Matteo was about to make their job much easier.

The tornado set down on the front edge of the moth’s right wing. It sucked up dozens of monsters into its funnel. The spell stayed in place as the moth continued to walk forward. That allowed the tornado to clean off almost the entire wing before the spell ended.

Chiara had gone to the Warden in charge and offered their assistance a few hours ago. At the time, the man had said he would pay based on how many monsters they killed. Matteo wondered if the man was regretting not offering a flat rate for their assistance.

When Chiara sent her squadron of forty terror wasps out, he chuckled darkly. The Warden in charge would be paying through the nose today. Matteo had mostly recovered his mana by this point, so he traced out a light beam. There were goblins near the leading edge of the left wing. Not for long. He played the light across them, slicing apart monster after monster. He made sure to give his mana time to recharge, then he did it again.

The light beam wasn’t strong enough to take on the stronger monsters like the beetles or trolls, but it scythed through the weaker ones with ease. Matteo was getting into a groove when the landscape changed.

Crak̄hê had opened its mouth to snap at the moth. It was lifting its mouth up and up into the sky. The row of bound guards checked their lines. Everyone had a metal lead attached to their belt and secured to the scales below.

The crocodile twisted its head with ponderous slowness. From the kaiju’s perspective, it was probably a quick snap, but from the human’s time frame, it seemed to last forever. Finally, the crocodile’s enormous jaws snapped shut around the moth’s body. Their fight was over. The moth didn’t have a chance to struggle free anymore.

The bound’s fight against the monsters was far from over. Now that the croc’s teeth were embedded into the wild kaiju, the monsters atop its back had a path to attack the humans. They swarmed as one, streaming onto the crocodile’s scales.

The melee and short range bound finally had the chance to shine. As quickly as the monsters arrived, they were cut down. Monster after monster was sliced apart or blasted away. Pinworms, trolls, beetles, and owlbears all fell to the combined might of the crocodile’s bound.

Matteo and Chiara casually sent attacks towards the back of the monster horde, slowly chipping away. They were letting the Wardens do most of the work now.

Medjay stood silently by their side while they flung magic around. She didn’t want to fight now that she had a choice. She wanted a peaceful life, not fighting people or monsters. The only reason she was here today was to provide backup. She couldn’t stand the idea of her friends getting hurt.

As the monsters pressed in closer, Matteo traced out a force sword. He needn’t have bothered. The last of the monsters were killed by the nearby bound, and the crocodile was quiet once more.

Almost quiet. The crocodile was still crunching down on the moth, kaiju blood spilling out through its teeth. The blood oozed to the ground before it sublimated into mana.

While the masked trio were watching the cycle of mana start anew, the rest of the Wardens unclipped their safety lines and started milling about. Many of them stood nearby, clearly waiting for something. The leader of the local Wardens cleared his throat.

“Excuse me, sirs?” the man said.

The three of them turned to look at the man. Matteo was silent, expecting Chiara to take the lead. She said nothing. The four of them stood there silently, just staring at each other. The other Wardens were far enough away that they could pretend they weren’t listening in, even when they clearly were.

“Yes, well. As I said before, we appreciate volunteers and pay them according to their contribution,” the leader said. “Can’t say that I expected your contribution to be so great,” He said and awkwardly chuckled.

No one laughed with him. At this point, Matteo felt like they were being mean. He opened his mouth to say something, but the Warden beat him to it.

“Anyway, here is your pay. Sixteen gold stater. Thank you for the help, and we would be happy to have your assistance in the future,” he said and handed over a small bag of coins.

Matteo took the bag and the Warden leader hurried off. The rest of the Wardens suddenly found something else to do and wandered off, too.

“Well, that was fun,” Chiara said. “We should do the mysterious strangers bit more often.”

Medjay chuckled, “I concur. I enjoyed evoking that reaction in the Warden leadership. An additional benefit was that I was no longer the center of attention. I long for the days when I wasn’t the only person with skin of electrum and copper. This was an acceptable substitute.”

Matteo shrugged and said, “Not a fan myself. I’m glad you two liked it, but I feel awkward. Like I’m pretending to be a level fifty and someone is just waiting to expose me.”

“Your ability to make and store rune words approximates the power level of someone at level fifty. I understand your reticence to act like something you are not; however, I would not worry about being identified as a level seventeen,” she said.

“Wait, you know my level? I never told you that,” Matteo said.

“You didn’t need to. I am able to identify the levels of everyone I interact with,” Medjay said.

Chiara whistled. “That’s a handy trick. What else can you do that we don’t know about yet?”

She shrugged. “I can accomplish some truly impressive feats given the right implements of warfare. I would prefer not to. If I limit myself to peaceful applications, there isn’t much impressive about me.”

“Don’t sell yourself short. You are plenty impressive to me,” Matteo said.

“Thank you, Matteo,” Medjay said, a smile in her voice.

Matteo smiled back, despite the fact that his mask was covering it.

Chiara shook her head and said, “Medjay, what are your plans for after we get to Carcassonne? Are you coming with us to Luna’s parents, or do you have other plans?”

“Our destination is creeping ever closer, isn’t it? I would appreciate the chance to accompany you while I get my bearings in a new city. As the only source of refined crystallium I am aware of, I imagine I will set up my home base in Carcassonne. If possible, I will ask Luna’s parents for advice on living in the city,” Medjay said. She turned to Matteo and said, “I would also appreciate your assistance in purchasing a miracle pill so that I may communicate with the goddesses once more.”

“We can make that happen, no worries. Between the three of us, we should be able to make enough to buy a miracle pill in no time,” Matteo said.

Chiara turned his way, but said nothing. She was standoffish to him for the rest of the day and into the next. She didn’t say much to him until they caught sight of Carcassonne in the distance. They were finally there. After all this time, their destination was in sight. The scale and construction of the city was breathtaking.


Book 2 Chapter 41: The Fortified City

The first thing Matteo noticed about Carcassonne was that he had no idea what the word city meant. Not before now. He had been expecting something twice or three times as big as the Eclipse Citadel. Not a hundred times larger. The capital city of Carcassonne was immense.

It was a white city set on a hill. Brilliant white walls stretched high into the sky. There were three kaiju nearby. A coyote, a lobster, and a millipede kaiju were stationed just outside the walls, like ships docked at port. The walls were taller than each of the kaiju, meaning they were the tallest walls he had ever heard of.

Even with the obscenely tall walls, there were green buildings within that poked up above them. They looked like the eclipse citadel, only not quite as many floors. There was a huge city hidden by the walls. He could only see hints of it from here. As he stared at the white walls, he realized that there were runes inscribed on them. He couldn’t tell which ones, but they did make a fascinating fractal pattern. There were flying buttresses holding up the walls, stretching out into the surrounding landscape. Even magic had its limits; architecture helped keep the walls up where magic wasn't enough.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Chiara said.

Matteo glanced over to her with mild surprise. She hadn’t talked to him much recently. He said, “It really is. I’ve heard stories about the capital all my life. I assumed they were exaggerated. It’s shocking to realize they were all true.”

“Even the stories about vampires that live inside?” she said with a raised eyebrow.

“Especially the ones about vampires,” Matteo said with a crooked grin.

She gave him a pity chuckle. They both turned back to look at the city again. They were drawing near with deceptive speed. That’s always how it was with kaiju. They moved so slowly, but still covered ground swiftly. That was especially true of the crocodile. It kept its main body steady as it walked, meaning that the residents atop the kaiju felt almost no movement at all.

"Sorry about earlier, by the way," Matteo said. "I volunteered your help with Medjay without checking with you first. It was dumb of me."

"Don't worry about it," Chiara said with a negligent wave. "I'm so used to you being a moron that I forgot about it right after it happened."

"Huh. I thought you were mad at me. We haven't talked much recently," Matteo said hesitantly.

“I guess I've been distracted recently. I’ve been thinking about what I want to do next,” Chiara said.

“Me too. I want to help Karlotta and Medjay out, of course. After that I was thinking we could see the market on the tiltyard. They say you can buy anything there. We need to buy a miracle pill, so we should tour the divine basilica while we are at it,” Matteo said. “I want to see the old town and the catacombs, but I figure that can wait until after we have jobs. I figure if the stories about the walls were true, the stories about how expensive the city is must be true too.”

“I don’t think I will get a job,” Chiara said sadly.

Matteo shook his head. “I know it seems like we are flush with coin right now, but I bet a hotel room will cost a stater a night. At least.”

“I’m not going to get a job because I’m not staying. The crocodile is heading back to the Eclipse Citadel in three days, and I am going to be on it.”

“What? Why? I thought you said you wanted to stay here for a few months? What changed?”

“You did,” she said and sighed. “No, I did… I didn’t like it when you started romancing Medjay.”

“I’m not romancing her, I was…”

“Shut up, yes you are. Anyway. Like I was saying, I didn’t like seeing you with someone else. I felt like you were abandoning me. It took me a while to realize why I felt that way. I was honest with you earlier when I said I’m not attracted to you.”

“I know, you keep bringing it up. Unprompted.”

“I said shut up. I need to get this out. You are my friend. It felt like you were my only friend there for a bit. But then I realized that wasn’t true. I have a dozen friends at home. I just ran away from them. I was running away from the grief, but it found me anyway. I should have stayed home where my friends and family were.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t a good friend to you, Chiara. I tried to be there for you.”

“You were… you are a good friend. I wasn’t complaining. I’m just saying that it’s time for me to stop running. I want to go home to spend time with my friends and family.”

Matteo looked away. He wanted to spend time with his friends and family, too. That wasn’t an option anymore. He felt a tightness in his chest and he tried to breathe through the pain. It wasn’t working.

She remembered that fact and said, “Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to rub it in. I was trying to explain why I’m leaving right away. You’ve been a wonderful friend, and I didn’t want you to think I abandoned you.”

“You are a great friend, too. I am sorry to see you go. Are you sure there isn’t anything I can do to convince you to stay? Maybe one of these kaiju here will be going to the citadel in two weeks instead of three days?”

She shook her head. “I checked before we left. The nexus said the crocodile would be the last visitor for a month.”

Matteo frowned. Then he pulled her in for a hug. “I’m going to miss you.”

She pushed him away and said, “I’m not leaving yet. Don’t get all mushy on me.”

He lifted his nose in the air and said, “I can be as mushy as I want. You aren’t the boss of me.”

She chuckled and said, “Whatever.”

The rest of the morning flew by. They quickly arrived at the outer walls of the capitol and the crocodile settled in for a short nap. The buttresses along the wall doubled as walkways for those disembarking from the kaiju. This setup was more like a port than he realized. The walkways acted like docks and the kaiju as ships. He wondered if that meant there would be a customs check, too.

Matteo queued up with Luna and Karlotta, with Chiara and Medjay behind him. They took the temporary bridge off of the kaiju and onto the gleaming white walkways. The flying buttress stretched high above them.

The walls were heavily runed, but like most things the founders made, they were obscured from casual observation. You could see that the runes were there, but not identify which ones were used. That was interesting because Matteo had heard that these outer walls were made after the fall. They were at this height to deal with constant monster and kaiju attacks, which hadn’t been common until the founders were scourged by the goddesses.

There were hundreds of people disembarking along with them, making the line stretch far into the distance. There was a second line next to theirs, but it was moving much quicker. Handcarts full of produce and other goods were making a beeline for a small hole in the wall. Everyone else had to go the long way around, heading towards the southern gates into the city.

Not everyone was walking into the city. There was an impromptu market along the side of the walkway, selling to those waiting in line. Matteo had to admit it was a good idea. They had a captive customer base. He was sure some people bought stuff they wouldn’t normally buy just because they were bored.

Halfway to the walls, Medjay saw something that made her jump out of line. She hurried towards a market stall and walked inside. Matteo leaned to the side to see what she was so interested in.

To his shock, she was talking to another automaton. The other automaton had the same green skin, with a slightly more blocky design. A huge smile was on Medjay's face as they chatted. As they talked, the smile slowly slid off. Eventually, she frowned and walked back to the line.

“What was that about?”

“I noticed a fellow automaton and erroneously assumed she was ensouled just as I am. A brief conversation disabused me of that notion. That was a standard Nubian automaton,” Medjay said.

“How could you tell?” Karlotta asked.

“I asked it what its favorite color was, and why,” Medjay said. “It couldn’t tell me why it liked the color green. They are a pale imitation of life. They know the right things to say, but they have no idea why they do what they do. The magic that animates them can copy the patterns of life, but not replicate the motivations of it.”

“Interesting. So that was an advanced automaton capable of interactive speech, but not a real person. I didn’t know they had those,” Chiara said.

Medjay nodded but said nothing. She was clearly still disappointed. She must have gotten her hopes up briefly. Their group quietly turned back to the queue.

The southern gates were wide open and the line of people snaked inside. They walked through a long corridor, a half circle that stretched all the way through the wall. The walls were fifty feet thick. There were a pair of guards stationed within the tunnel to keep the line moving.

Every ten feet or so, there was a gate, raised to the ceiling. Matteo was starting to get nervous with all this security. He was sure he hadn’t done anything wrong, but that didn’t translate to confidence. Halfway through the tunnel, the buzz of the crowd suddenly stopped. All sound was gone.

Matteo jerked his head up and said, <What’s going on?> To his shock, he couldn’t hear himself either. His anxiety started rising. The other people in line were reacting the same way, clearly having gone deaf as well. It was only now that Matteo noticed the dozens of murder holes in the ceiling.

He would have panicked, but Medjay put her hand on his shoulder. She made a calming motion with her other hand and pointed forward. The other people in line weren’t freaking out. The people only ten feet ahead were calmly talking to each other. This must be a temporary effect.

Moments later, that assumption was proven correct. The rush of conversations and sounds came back all at once. Matteo released a breath he hadn’t realized he had been holding.

“What was that?” Matteo asked.

“It’s one of the security measures for the city. It removes sound so certain charm-based disguises don’t work. There are people in the chamber above that are watching for people that suddenly look different. If the other security measures are still in place, you will feel a buzzing sensation on your skin in a moment,” Medjay said.

They walked forward, but there was no tingling sensation. That one must have broken over the years.

“You know the security measures here? Did you visit Carcassonne before?” Matteo asked.

“No, it was a stronghold of the Nubian fighters at the time. We were to infiltrate it after our mission to defeat the Eclipse Citadel. I never made it here, obviously, but I learned a bit about their security as preparation for the mission,” she said as she looked around.

A minute later, a young man in uniform walked up to them and said, “Excuse me, can your group please step out of line? My commander would like a brief word with you. Please follow me.”

Matteo glanced around and saw other guards casually step to the left, so they had a better view of them. The guards behind them in the tunnel did the same, their hands falling to their swords at their side. A small bead of sweat appeared on the young man’s forehead. Matteo subtly slipped his pen out and got ready to trace out a rune.

Medjay brightly smiled and said, “Your commander wants to converse with us? What an honor. Please, show us the way to his august presence.”

She stepped out of line, and the rest of the group awkwardly followed her. The young man took a second to parse her response and then started walking deeper into the city. He turned right before the end of the wall and gestured for them to follow him into a small doorway set into the white stone.

They were led into a guardhouse, a set of small offices with an open floor plan. The guards working there conspicuously turned away from the group as they were led deeper into the complex. The young man knocked on a door at the end of the hallway. A voice from inside said, “Come in” immediately after. He opened the door and gestured inside.

Medjay walked inside with a bounce in her step. Matteo was torn about whether he should follow her. Something strange was going on here, and he didn’t like the idea of trapping himself in a small room with one exit. He couldn’t abandon Medjay though, so he walked inside with his eyes wide. Luna, Karlotta, and Chiara followed him in.

They were in a large office, clearly the commander’s regular office. A woman sat behind a large wooden desk and gestured for them to walk closer to her desk. There were only two seats in front of the desk, so the five of them stood. Matteo ended up being the closest to her desk, and she addressed him.

“Thank you for coming to visit me,” the commander said. “I’m afraid the topic of this discussion isn’t a pleasant one. Perhaps the girl’s mother would like to take her out while we talk?”

Luna nodded and took Karlotta’s hand. She tried to tell her mother she wanted to stay, but Luna wasn’t having it. Moments later, the door was shut behind them.

Matteo turned back and said, “What’s this all about? I wasn’t aware that we had broken any laws.”

“Not yet, you haven’t. I’m calling you in so you have the opportunity to avoid running afoul of law enforcement.”

Law enforcement. Matteo wracked his brain to figure out what she could be talking about. Was he supposed to declare himself to the military now that he had strong spells? Was it illegal to bring an automaton into the city? Did the commander have them confused with someone else?
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“I’ll get right to the point,” the guard commander said as she steepled her fingers. “Selling automatons is illegal. Some of them are self aware and we consider selling them a form of slavery.”

Matteo opened his mouth, but she held up her hand and continued, “I know it’s possible to change their loyalties with the right runes, but frankly, I don’t care. We have seen evidence that they can be tortured by their service. We refuse to allow automatons to be bought or sold within the capital. And don’t lie to me about it. The Umbra always catch traffickers.”

“We aren’t selling Medjay. She isn’t a regular automaton, she is a person,” Matteo said.

“He’s correct. I am not being held against my will and I have my own money and plans. There is no transactional relationship between me and these two,” Medjay said.

As soon as Medjay started talking, the commander sat up straighter. She looked like her boss had just walked into the room. Matteo glanced back, just in case.

“You are your own person? May I ask your name?”

“I’m Medjay.”

“Is that your full name?”

“No, it’s the name I prefer to use in most social situations. However, if we are being precise, my full name is Medjay the sixth, daughter of Bastet,” she said, sounding regal with the last bit.

The commander gave her a bow, as much as she could where she was sitting at the desk. “Sorry for wasting your time, Sir Medjay. That concludes the questions I had for you. The apprentice will show you out.” She pressed a rune on her desk and the door opened on its own.

The apprentice seemed startled, but quickly recovered. He bowed and led them out of the guard station. The line of people stared at their group curiously. Matteo wondered if they would get inserted back into the line where they left it, or if they would have to get in the back. To his surprise, they were led past the customs line completely. They didn’t have to answer any more questions and got another bow before they were left alone in the city.

They got their first real look at the capital city of Carcassonne. A straight, wide road stretched out in front of them. It was gray and although it looked like stone, it had a slight give to it. Touching the road were hundreds of buildings, each one a different height. A smattering were colored founder’s green. Then there were whites and grays, blues and browns. No two buildings were the same color as their neighbors. The colors and designs on the buildings were muted, as if afraid to stand out from their neighbors.

Despite the wide road, Matteo felt slightly claustrophobic. There were no yards, no sidewalks, not even a gutter on the side of the road. The buildings pressed in as tight as they could, looming over the path through the city. Perhaps standing in the middle of the middle of the road might offer some relief to that feeling. Not today, though. Today it was packed full of crowds of people, handcarts full of goods, and strange vehicles speeding by. He wanted to get a closer look at the latter, but it was gone before he realized what he was looking at.

The five of them slowly started walking, getting a feel for the ebb and flow of the city. It must have a pattern, but it was too chaotic to discern at first glance. They stutter stepped forward into the unfamiliar. The city design had a strong founder’s influence, straight lines and square edges everywhere. The founder's green didn't appear in this section of the city, but he could see green towers in the distance. Here they were muted colors, tans, whites, and reds.

Matteo waited until they were out of earshot from the city gates before he turned to Medjay and said, “What was that all about? It sounded like he found out you were royalty.”

“It did, didn’t it?” Medjay said. “However, I am most assuredly not royalty. My group of former automatons never held a position of power in our time. I am not sure where her reverence came from. It’s possible that she was mistaking me for another lady constructed of the same electrum-mithril alloy. However, that conjecture raises far more questions than it answers. I believe I will enjoy unraveling this mystery.”

Chiara shook her head. “You two are reading too much into this. The commander said they don’t like slaves. Once she figured out you were your own person, she let us go. Simple as that.”

Luna chimed in, “The guard captain couldn’t hold you anyway. Their authority is restricted to the walls. It sounds like she really was trying to inform strangers of our rules. The Wardens are the only ones in the city that could arrest you. Well, them and the Umbra, but Ma’at willing you will never run afowl of them.”

“The Umbra? The captain mentioned them too. Who are they?” Matteo asked.

She glanced around before she quietly answered, “The Umbra are the secret police. They wear all black and operate only in the city. Those that get taken by them never return. You don’t have to worry about them though, they handle threats to the Triumvirate or the Sisters of Truth.”

Matteo nodded seriously but said nothing. It sounded like they wanted nothing to do with them. Thankfully, they had no plans to get embroiled in politics. He turned to look around the street to get his bearings. They headed out.

Luna took the lead. Matteo belatedly remembered that this was her city. She had given the rest of them a moment to adjust to the wonder of the city, and then she was off. She leaned forward, head down, and strode forward. The crowds of people seemed impenetrable until she reached them. They flowed around each other like schools of fish. No one looked at each other, but everyone moved just enough so that traffic still flowed. The rest of her group had to follow behind her single file.

Matteo noticed that Luna had a tight grip on Karlotta’s hand behind her. Other than that protective gesture, she radiated strength and confidence. It was a different side of Luna than the one he was used to. The transformation to this version of her was stark.

They traveled inward a few blocks and then turned parallel to the outer walls. These roads were different from the main ones. They were smaller, made of stone, and wandered. They moved left and right, as if the larger buildings were built first and the road later. Matteo found himself curious about the history of the capital.

There was a subtle shift in the quality of buildings a few blocks later. They had entered into a poorer part of the city. It wasn’t immediately clear; you had to look for it. The buildings were still well built, and none of them were missing paint. The difference came in the cleanliness of the streets, the narrowing of the doorways and windows. The quality of the business signs was a few notches below the ones they left behind.

Luna left the streets and led them through a pair of alleyways. Then she entered a tall building and started hiking up the stairs. They stopped halfway up and knocked on an apartment door.

An older woman flung the door wide and yelled, “Luna! My darling. You are a bit earlier than you said, but still months later than I wanted. It’s been too long.” She quickly pulled her into a fierce hug. Then she pulled back and grabbed Karlotta to do the same thing. Everyone traipsed into the apartment. It was small, with one couch and a kitchen with a single hallway leading off of the living room.

“Introduce me to your friends, Luna,” she said, not letting Luna or Karlotta go.

“Mom, this is Matteo, Karlotta’s sous chef. This is his friend Chiara. And this is our new friend, Medjay,” Luna said.

Her mom leaned over to her and whispered, “His ex is still with him?”

Luna shook her head subtly and whispered back, “Later, mamma.” Louder, she said, “We need to find a spot for the Dancing Tiger’s kitchen. Matteo has been carrying it all this way, and it’s a lot.”

Matteo nodded and set down the pack he was wearing. It was stuffed with his clothes and bedroll, making it seem like it might be able to hold everything he had brought along. They had agreed not to let her parents know that he had a dimensional bag.

“He can drop that in your room for now. It’ll be tight for now, but I think we can find your kitchen a new home soon. I’ve been talking to Hanan, and she has some ideas you might like,” her mom said.

Luna led him to the hallway and opened the first door. It led to a small room with a bed taking up most of the room. She sighed and pointed to a spot on the far side of the bed. Matteo shook his head and got to work. He unloaded everything they had packed up, which was a lot. By the time he was done, things were stacked almost to the ceiling.

“Thanks, Matteo. May Ma’at bless you,” Luna said. “I’ve been thinking about how to properly thank you for our entire journey. Even if I had the money, I can tell that wouldn’t mean much to you. So, I made you this.” She handed him a small booklet.

Matteo started flipping through it while she talked. She said, “It’s a guide to Carcassonne. I grew up here. I wrote it with you in mind, what I think you should know moving into an unfamiliar city. What parts of town to avoid, and how much things should cost, that kind of thing.”

“Wow, thanks Luna. This is perfect. I feel much better about living here now that I have a local guide,” Matteo said. He held out his arms and said, “Can I hug you?”

She didn’t reply. She stepped forward and gave him a brief hug. Then she stepped back and said, “Thanks again, Matteo.”

Three of them left shortly after that. The mom wanted them to stay for dinner, but Matteo made excuses about finding a hotel so they could rest. The truth was that he knew it would be an imposition to feed two more people, and it didn’t look like they could afford it. They still extracted a promise to return in a few days to hang out before Chiara left.

Matteo checked his new guide book and was happy to find that she even included a map. He used it to guide them to a hotel. Luna had marked off three hotels with good rooms and prices. When they checked in, everyone paid for their own rooms, including Medjay. They went to their rooms and dropped off their luggage.

They met back down at the hotel lobby and headed out for one of the restaurants Luna’s guidebook recommended. Matteo saw a strange group of people on the way there. The fact that these people stood out on the streets of Carcassonne was saying something. The people that lived here were an amalgamation of hundreds of different cultures. They wore every color of the rainbow, and some that weren’t on the rainbow. There wasn’t a unifying fashion, everyone seemed to have their own style, their own distinct look.

The group that caught his attention was wearing white robes with a hood pulled down. There was a light blue trim on the otherwise spotless white garments. They walked in lockstep down the middle of the street, the seven of them in diamond formation. Even stranger than the group was everyone’s reaction to them. The crowd parted around them, no one getting within five feet of the white-robed people. A man with a handcart went so far as to turn around and go down a side street to avoid them.

They were clearly some sort of authority in the city. Matteo’s first instinct was that they were some sort of royalty. The style of the robes leaned more towards a religious organization. The deacons of Ma’at didn’t wear those robes, so he wasn’t sure what was going on. They were heading his way. He tapped Chiara’s shoulder and stepped off to the side with Medjay. Better to let the unknown people have the road.

As the seven walked past them, the one in the center of the formation said something. He couldn’t hear what they said over the noise of the city. Their reaction was immediate. They turned as one and looked at Matteo. Several swear words ran through his head as he stood there, frozen by the weight of their gaze.
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The crowd around them cleared out even more. The seven people in white robes were looking right at Matteo and his friends. He could see now that they were all young women. Powerful young women, if the reaction of the surrounding people was any indication. Within moments, the seven women and Matteo’s group were the only ones on this section of the road.

As one, the seven women bowed deeply. Six of them stayed low, staring at the ground. The one in the center stood back up and said, “The Servants of Truth greet you, Daughter of Bastet. Thank you for gracing us with your presence.”

Chiara and Matteo turned to look at Medjay. It was clear now that they were talking to her. Medjay seemed to be at a loss for words. The seven women didn’t wait for an answer. They stood up straight once more and walked off.

“What was that all about?” Matteo asked.

Medjay opened and closed her mouth for a bit before eventually saying, “It’s clear that they have the same level of respect that the guardswoman had. The cause is still unknown. My analytical skills are above average, but the facts seem contradictory at this point.”

“What does that mean?” Chiara said.

“It’s strange that they knew my title this quickly and were able to pick me out of a crowd. It indicates that they think I hold a position of power in their organization. I posit that some of my sisters may have survived ‘The Fall’ and created a religion of some sort. The major flaw in that assumption is that all of my sisters should be dead by now,” Medjay said.

“Why is that? You survived all this time, why not them, too?” Matteo asked.

“This isn’t just about our physical bodies. As you have seen, other automatons have lasted this long as well. The difference is that those of us ensouled were told we would die of old age. The goddess told us it was a consequence of the extra strain our souls put on the rune circuits. The only reason I am still alive is that I was disassembled and placed in a stasis field,” Medjay answered, still looking at the retreating forms of the white-robed women.

“Maybe they found a way around that problem and are immortal now,” Chiara suggested.

“You have no idea how much I yearn for that possibility. To reunite with my sisters and no longer fear death, it’s more than I dare hope,” Medjay said. “A more likely possibility is that the Servants of Truth simply revere the founder’s creations and respect all automatons. Either way, I believe I will know for sure tomorrow.”

“What makes you think that?” Matteo said.

“Luna believes that there is a source of refined crystallium in the tilt market. If my sisters still live, they are certain to be customers. If not, the shopkeeper will know more about the Servants of Truth since many automatons use refined crystallium,” Medjay said.

“Good plan. We can meet you in front of the hotel right after breakfast tomorrow,” Matteo said.

Medjay thanked him and touched his arm briefly. Chiara smiled at her and they headed out for dinner. It was a nice restaurant. They had scrumptious lettuce wraps, and a popular band was always playing on their stage. That was why Medjay came along to dinner. She wanted to try out new styles of music to see if she liked it better than the crocodile style.

It turned out she did. The music was rhythmic and exciting. By the end of their dinner, she had convinced Matteo to dance with her on their small dance floor. It was a nice night. On their way back to the hotel, Chiara discussed the places she wanted to visit tomorrow. She convinced the other two to let her plan out the trip, since they would be able to see anything they wanted after she left the city.

The next morning was overcast. It was actually raining, but none of that reached the city. There were magics pushing the rain away. The bizarre sight hammered home how rich the capitol was. Magic use was limited beyond the walls, but not here.

The trio was quiet as they walked towards the tilt market. Chiara had taken Luna’s guidebook and was planning out the day. Matteo was enjoying the fascinating new architectural styles. He glanced over to Medjay. She seemed upset.

“You ok, Medjay?” Matteo said.

“No,” she replied without looking at him.

“That’s uncharacteristically brief of you. What’s wrong?” said Matteo.

She looked at him now and sighed. “I got a low power warning this morning. It means I have two to three days to source some refined crystallium. It’s worrying.”

“Shit. That’s weeks sooner than you expected,” Matteo said. “Don’t worry, we will get you a new battery today. You are going to be fine.”

Chiara shared a look with Matteo. If they didn’t find refined crystallium soon, Medjay would die. Chiara nodded seriously and tucked away the guidebook. This took priority. They could do the tourist things after their friend was taken care of.

It wasn’t too much longer before the tilt market came into view. It was an enormous courtyard covered in market stalls. Luna’s guidebook said that the yard was one of the first things built after the fall. The people at the time didn’t have a firm gasp on the effects of subsoil movements. Within months of the courtyard’s construction, one end started sinking. Over the next few years, it continued to sink. They couldn’t build atop it for fear of making it worse.

Since no permanent buildings could be placed here, a market sprung up using lightweight stalls. Over the years, the courtyard finished settling, but the market had been established by then. Now it was the single largest market in their nation. The aisles of the tilt market were said to contain everything. Absolutely everything. From fresh fruits to furniture to illegal drugs, everything was for sale on the tilt market. You just had to know where to look.

Since he had been here for more than a day, Matteo thought he had gotten used to how loud Carcassonne could be. He was wrong. The tilt market buffeted him with its hawkers and crowds. If he wasn’t concerned about Medjay, he would insist they take a break before diving into the fray.

He tightened the strap on his dimensional bag. The press of people made him nervous. He couldn’t bear the thought that someone might steal it. If he had trusted the hotel they rented, he would have left it there. Sadly, he hadn’t thought to rent a hotel nice enough to have vaults for guests. They would just have to make it through the crowd without anyone noticing that his bag was more than just a simple messenger bag.

The three of them threaded through the crowds of the tilted market. The advice Luna had given Medjay was to look into the area around the central fountain. It was where most of the expensive goods were sold. It had founder antiquities and newly enchanted tools. If anyone was selling refined crystallium, it would be there.

To Matteo’s surprise, to even enter that section of the market, they had to pay an entrance fee. Apparently, only the rich were allowed in. He quickly paid for the three of them and headed inside.

The stalls here were very different from the ones on the outer edges. They were made of metal and polished wood, marble countertops and silk canopies. Armed security protected establishments with solid walls and ceilings. Matteo imagined they counted as stalls for tax purposes only.

Medjay chose an aisle with founder technology and started asking questions. The first three places they checked didn’t even know what refined crystallium was. With every stop, her shoulders slumped more and more.

Matteo decided to change things up and asked for directions to the most expensive stall in this section. The ‘stall’ in question was clearly a bank vault. It had pillars and visibly glowing wards. The guards out front didn’t hold weapons, but their hands clearly held artifacts. They wouldn't be holding a chew toy and picture frame otherwise.

No one greeted them as they walked inside, unlike the boisterous sellers in the rest of the market. Instead, they were able to peruse the wares. It was an impressive collection of founder’s tools. The descriptions promised faster enchanting, temporary flight, and clean teeth.

“Hello sirs. Are you looking for anything in particular?” a man in heavily enchanted robes asked.

Medjay spoke up immediately, “Yes, we are looking for the result of refining crystallium. It was often found in cylinders about this big full of shining blue liquid.”

“Blue ooze? Yes, we have a supply of batteries we get from the refinery,” the man said.

Medjay’s eyes widened, and she straightened. “You have it? Can I see? And how much?”

“I would be happy to show you. As you may be aware, this is a restricted item. You need a certificate. Do you have permission from the Servants of Truth to purchase it?”

“I was unaware that such a step would be necessary,” Medjay said. “Do you know how that permission is obtained?”

He shook his head. “No, only that you must present yourself in person to their order. They preside at the basilica.”

Matteo tilted his head. “I thought the basilica was dedicated to Ma’at. Who are the Servants of Truth, and what do they have to do with refined crystallium?”

The shopkeep tilted his head. “You don’t know? Where are you from?”

“We grew up on a kaiju,” Matteo said, as he pointed at Chiara and himself. “Medjay has a different story, of course.”

“Of course,” the man said and bowed his head at her. He turned back to Matteo and said, “To answer your question, the Servants of Truth are an order of priestesses that built the basilica and still operate out of there. They have great political power. Some say they are the power behind the Triumvirate that rules our great nation.”

“Priestesses? Not Deacons?” Matteo asked.

The man shook his head. “No, they are not within the typical structure of the Church of Ma’at. They are only found here.” He looked between the three of them and said, “Since you are new to the city, please allow me to repeat myself. The Servants of Truth have great power. The only way to interact with them is with reverence and respect. I hope to see you again soon.”

“Thank you for the advice,” Matteo said.

"One more thing before we go," Medjay said. "I am looking for my siblings, automatons like me who have been ensouled and can adapt and change. Do you know anyone that might fit that description?"

"Return with the certificate and I will be able to tell you more," the shopkeeper said.

Medjay nodded smartly and walked out. Matteo would have guessed she would be happy with that answer. The man clearly knew something, otherwise he would have just said he hadn't heard of anyone like her. Chiara got out the guide and pointed the way towards the basilica. Medjay was quiet, seemingly lost in thought. Matteo wanted to raise her spirits, but he knew she would be stressed until she got rid of the literal deadline.

The tilt market had been on the eastern side of the city and the basilica was in the center. It would take them some time to get there. They passed several different neighborhoods as they walked. Matteo noticed certain areas had similar patterns carved into the sides of the buildings. Triangles on this block, pentagons on this one. It must make it easier to navigate the city.

The domed spire of the basilica came into view an hour later. Despite the circumstances, Matteo found himself awed. This was the spiritual seat of the nation, and Ma’at’s earthly house. Constructed out of brilliant white stone, the basilica had light blue highlights. Matteo imagined that on a cloudless day, it would look like it was floating in the sky. The entire building softly glowed, flows of mana creating an ever-changing pattern. It was beautiful.

Chiara led them through a side alley to get to the courtyard in front of the basilica. Before they could step out into the holy yard, an older woman blocked their way. She was selling gold plated feathers that they could offer to Ma’at on her altar.

Matteo gently rebuffed her, but she wouldn’t move. He looked back to see if the others could help him out. He was shocked to see people sneaking up on them. They were wearing all black, formless robes, with a hood and a featureless mask. They moved with flowing grace, covering ground in an instant. He shouted a wordless warning, but he was too late.

Chiara’s artifact was knocked off her belt with an expert kick and a silk bag was wrapped over her head. Medjay avoided the first attack, sliding around kicks and punches with minimal movement. One of the black-clad figures pulled out a small silver object and pointed it her way.

Matteo jumped forward to shield her, but he wasn’t fast enough. The small artifact buzzed with a high-pitched sound and Medjay fell to the ground like her strings had been cut.

“No!” Matteo yelled. He reached for his arm to pull out his artifact from the forearm storage. This was all happening too fast.

The trio of black clad attackers surrounded Matteo. He growled as he fell into a combat stance. The attacker on the left produced a small artifact that quickly expanded into a full sized spear. Matteo was forced to dodge out of the way of a spear attack before he was able to open his forearm compartment. He swore in frustration.

All of a sudden, his feet flew out from underneath him. His head bounced off of the cobblestones. The impact was strong, but his high constitution was enough to keep him conscious and fighting. He flipped over and realized his mistake. The old woman was part of the group. She was the one that yanked his legs out from underneath him.

As he jumped back up, a silk bag dropped over his head. It must have been an enchanted bag, because as soon as it covered his face, a wave of exhaustion fell over him. Within moments, the world grew dim, and he was unconscious.


Book 2 Chapter 44: Ley Line Mines

“Get up. You got an hour until your shift. Eat some breakfast,” a voice said and kicked Matteo’s feet. “We ain’t feeding you again until dinner, so get your food now.”

Matteo slowly woke up, struggling to understand what was going on. He looked around the room with bleary eyes. Rough hewn rock walls surrounded him. He was lying on a cot with a thin blanket covering him. The cot was in an alcove, barely big enough to turn around in. Dozens of similar alcoves lined the same hallway. Where was he? None of this made any sense.

The last thing he remembered was… He sat up straight. Chiara and Medjay! They had all been abducted. The black clad abductors clearly worked for some sort of criminal organization. They had knocked out the three of them and brought them here. Had they all been press-ganged to work in a mine or to produce drugs?

The man that had kicked him awake said something about a shift. It seemed like they were underground. There wasn’t any natural light, just the flickering light of poor quality candles along the hallway. Matteo stood up and hissed when he realized they had taken his shoes. The floor was cold.

He looked down to see they had taken all of his clothes and dressed him in rough spun linen. To his surprise, he still had his prosthetic arm. He stepped back into the alcove and checked the compartment in his forearm. Empty. He swore out loud and slammed it shut. Not only did they abduct him, steal his clothes, steal his artifact, they also took the level twenty-five artifact he had been saving. His eyes narrowed. He was going to get everything back and make them regret they ever messed with him and his friends.

He could vaguely sense where his pen was. The bond that gave him his powers also allowed him to pinpoint where it was at all times. It was about a mile away if he was interpreting the distance correctly. It was also a few hundred feet above him. That led credence to the assumption they were underground.

Matteo walked out into the hallway. It was over fifty feet long and dozens of alcoves lined it. His guess was that most of them were here against their will, but none of the alcoves had bars and no one wore chains. Most of the alcoves were empty, but there were a few people still in bed.

One end of the hallway was a dead end, so he walked the other direction. He kept a suspicious eye out, not trusting anyone. The floor wasn’t stone; it was a sheet of cold metal that ran the length of the wide hallway. When he got to the end of the hallway, it turned sharply and went twenty more feet before it ended in a sad-looking cafeteria.

Long, low tables filled the room. There were no chairs. Everyone had to sit on the rough stone floor. The captive men and women sat there quietly, eating. Chiara and Medjay weren’t among them. They must be imprisoned somewhere else.

There was a woman to the left, standing behind a huge pot. There were uniformed people standing along the edge of the room. Despite the blue cloth uniforms, each one wore metal gauntlets. None of them held weapons.

It was hitting home now. It wasn’t going to be easy to get out of here. This gang or mob or whatever probably expected him to die down here. His resolve strengthened. Medjay only had a few days before her refined crystallium ran out. Not only was he going to get out, he was going to rescue his friends, too.

Unless they rescued him first. His pride wouldn’t be hurt if those two capable women saved him. He just wanted out of here and he didn’t care how it happened.

Matteo walked over to the server and accepted a bowl of gruel. He sat at one of the few remaining empty spots. The cold floor made him suck in a breath through his teeth. His high constitution protected him from any ill effects of the cold down here, but he still felt it.

He turned to the captive next to him and whispered, “What’s going on down here? Who …”

He was cut off when one of the guards loudly said, “No talking.”

With no other choice, Matteo focused on his wooden bowl and spoon. Breakfast was surprisingly palatable. It was a hearty oatmeal with tiny bits of pork and pepper. He finished in a matter of minutes, but noticed that no one was getting up. The few last stragglers were still coming into the cafeteria, but no one was leaving.

Matteo took the time to examine his captors. They looked like normal people, not the scarred criminals he was expecting. His captors acted like this was their nine-to-five job. His fellow captives were more interesting. They were uniformly fit. Not a single one was fat or overly skinny. They were stronger and taller than the average person. The gang must target a certain type of victim.

He also noticed that several of the abductees had prosthetic limbs. They weren’t as advanced as his own, none of them were powered by crystallium. The metal arms and legs all looked alike, probably because they were made by the same craftsman. That indicated that they had lost their limbs down here. That wasn’t a good sign.

Fifteen minutes passed, just enough time for him to start to get bored. Someone new came into the room. This guard was wearing the same uniform and gloves, but she had a red trim on her collar. She walked to the front of the room and cleared her throat to gather everyone’s attention. It wasn’t necessary. Everyone had been following her with their eyes since she walked in.

“Alright, convicts, we have a few change ups today. Temple one is now seven days, temple two is four, and temple six is four as well. All other temples have been moved up to three days. The city needs its power,” she said.

There was a quiet murmuring at her statement. She waited for them to quiet down before she continued.

She took out a clipboard and a charcoal pen and said, “Alright, volunteers for founder's temple one, raise your hands.”

Six people raised their hands immediately. The slowest of the group swore and lowered his hand again. The lady in charge took down their names without having to ask them. She went through the same process for temples two and six.

Once she was done, she handed the clipboard back to the guard and clapped her hands. “Alright people, time to get out there. The armory is ready for you. Let’s get those artifacts. The sooner you get to work, the sooner you will repay your debt to Carcassonne.”

The abductees stood up and slowly started filing out of the room. Matteo sat there for a moment. Several things weren’t adding up. The uniforms, her calling them convicts, the talks of service to the city. This didn’t sound like a gang. This sounded like jail. Maybe a misunderstanding got him thrown in jail? He stood up. The numerous conversations around him let him know he could talk now. He walked over to the closest guard.

“Excuse me, I don’t think I’m supposed to be here,” Matteo said.

The woman sighed and shook her head, “You lot always try that. It’s so stupid, but you try it anyway. I don’t want to deal with you today, newbie. Go talk to the Warden if you want to bother someone with your lies. You will learn not to bother us when she adds a week to your sentence.”

The guard pointed towards the woman with the red stripe on her collar. Matteo’s heart was beating faster, but he still headed over to the sergeant. He waited until she was done talking to her subordinate before he spoke up.

“Excuse me, sir. I think there has been some sort of mistake,” Matteo said respectfully. “I gather this is some sort of prison, but I have done nothing wrong.”

She frowned and said, “I didn’t get to give you my welcome speech last night since you were unconscious when they brought you in. But hear me now. Never lie to me. I will add to your sentence if I catch you doing it again.”

“I’m not lying, sir. I haven’t broken any laws that I am aware of. I was abducted off the street by some black clad thugs. I shouldn’t be here,” Matteo said.

She took a step back. “The Umbra brought you in? We aren’t supposed to house death row convicts. Come with me. We are going to get to the bottom of this.”

Matteo followed her, unbalanced by the reference to death row. She led them down the hallway and through two locked doors. This section of the complex was very different from the last, with flat floors and smooth walls. The sergeant ordered her clerk to keep an eye on him while she rifled through her files.

“Alright, here we are,” the Warden said and started reading the file out loud. “Unnamed male, between twenty and twenty-five years old. Unaffiliated bound at level seventeen.” She looked up at him and said, “Yeah, that sounds right. Says here your crime was the attempted abduction of a Sister of Truth. Sentence, ten years. Huh, looks like you aren't on death row after all.”

“I didn’t abduct anyone. Or attempt or whatever. I was just walking through the city with my friends and the people in black attacked us. What’s a Sister of Truth, anyway?”

“You don’t know? Who doesn’t know about the Sisters of Truth? They are one step below the Cardinal. Are you even from Carcassonne?”

“Yes, I am from here. I grew up on a kaiju though, not in the capital.”

“Ah, one of those hicks. Allow me to enlighten you. The Church of Ma’at is led by the goddess herself. She directs the cardinal on how to lead her church. She formed the Sisters of Truth out of the green metal of life to handle all of Ma’at’s affairs that the cardinal could not.”

“Out of green metal? You mean the automaton I was with? You think she is a Sister of Truth? She isn’t part of any organization. Even if she was, I didn’t abduct her. Medjay is my friend.”

“That’s not what this says,” the Warden said and waved the paper in front of him. “This says you were tried and sentenced in absentia. If the medjay you were with was really your friend, she would have stood up for you during the trial.”

“But… she wouldn’t… Wait. They knocked Medjay out with a strange artifact when they abducted us.”

“Arrested,” the Warden interrupted.

“Arrested, whatever. They knocked her out. Maybe they sentenced me without waking her up first. They didn’t wake me up. This whole thing could just be a big misunderstanding.”

The Warden looked back at her paper and tsked. “What you are suggesting would imply a staggering amount of negligence from our judicial counterparts. It’s not likely. But the fact that they don’t know your age or name says something.”

She sat at her small desk and tapped the paper to her chin for a moment in silence. Then she said, “Listen. I am willing to send a polite letter to the judge and ask for clarification on your case. But I need you to put in some work today and not just mope around.”

“Work? What kind of work?”

“Goddess, save me. You really are a hick. Temples, man! You were sentenced to ten years of labor collecting artifacts for the city to sell or absorb for power. We have a dozen permanent temples down here, running off of the ley line beneath the city. A standard temple run takes three days off of your sentence. The more dangerous temples take more time off your sentence. If you don’t work, you never leave here. It’s that simple.”

“So I have to go risk my life in a temple, without my artifact, so you can send a letter that will prove my innocence?”

“You got it! I knew you could do it if you put your mind to it.”

Matteo hesitated. “Do I at least get a weapon? I heard you mentioned something about an armory.”

“Not just a weapon, but armor, too.”

He huffed, but nodded his head. He still had his prosthetic arm and his bound stats. It would be possible. If this was the best way to get out of here, he would do it.

She led him back out to the other side of the complex, the one with rough hewn floors and walls. The prisoner section of the underground founder temple complex was clearly added after the fact. The armory was just outside of that section, outside of two more doors. Matteo suspected that they never had both doors open at the same time.

The quartermaster at the armory didn’t check for his size, he just shoved a breastplate and helmet over.

“Is that it? Don’t you have bracers or greaves?”

The man grumbled and said, “You are lucky to have that. You are the last convict to head out today. Now, you want a spear, sword, or mace?”

“Mace, please and thank you,” Matteo said. He had an immediate dislike of the man, but it didn’t hurt to be polite.

The Warden stayed where she was once he was armored up. She said, “Hurry up and find a group that hasn’t gone in yet. You don’t want to have to run a temple on your own.”

Matteo shook his head and jogged down the hallway. It opened up into a large room, about a hundred meters wide, without a single pillar holding up the ceiling. There were wide doorways studded along the edges of the room, each one with a large rune inscribed above the arch. He recognized the founder’s numbers, one through twelve.

There were a dozen guards in the center of the room, each one facing a different doorway. Most of the prisoners must have already gone through, there were only a half dozen left. Three of them were standing in front of number eleven, and the other three were standing in front of twelve. As he walked up to them, he saw they were trying to convince someone to switch teams. They stopped talking as he walked up and turned to him with greedy eyes.


Book 2 Chapter 45: Run for Your Life

“Hey, newbie. Come, do this run with us. It’s easy. A perfect first run,” a tall prisoner said to Matteo. He leaned on his spear and gestured to the other two members of the group, short bald guys also wielding spears.

Before Matteo could answer, the other group leader spoke up. “Ignore him. He gets newbies killed. Come with us. We will protect you.”

Matteo looked over at the other speaker. She was a short woman with wiry muscles and a sword. She was standing with a tall man wielding a spear and a tall woman with a mace.

“Ha! You should be the one talking. You are trying to get him to run the twelfth temple. Everyone knows it’s cursed. People die in that one all the time,” the tall man said.

She swore at him as she made a rude gesture. Then she calmly turned back to Matteo and said, “Ignore him. He just made that up. We are honest and since you will get three days knocked off no matter where you go, you might as well go with the honest ones.”

Matteo glanced between the two groups and said, “What’s with the hard sell? Why don’t you combine into one squad or whatever?”

There was no ready reply. After a few beats, one of the short spear wielders said, “’Cus they ain’t free agents. They gotta run their temple. Been assigned to them. They want you to run with them, so they got a better chance at surviving.”

“Is it that dangerous?”

The sword wielding leader said, “Not really. Most people don’t get hurt, and they got a good healer if you do. We wanna hedge our bets, though. No point in going understaffed if you can avoid it.”

Matteo nodded absently. They had told him everything he needed to know. He needed to make up his mind. The one group had all spear wielders. They probably saw him and his mace and decided he would be a good up front melee defender. The other group had more of a mix, and Matteo wouldn't be their only defender.

“I’ll go with group twelve today. Maybe we can meet up tomorrow?” Matteo said to group eleven. He fully expected to not be here by then. Medjay would get this straightened out as soon as they talked to her.

The leader of group twelve smiled and said, “Good choice. What’s your name, buddy?”

“Matteo,” he said, as they started walking down a long hallway together. Despite the entrances being all together, the actual temples were spread out. “I’m actually not supposed to be here. I will probably be gone by tomorrow.”

“Right…” she said, drawing the word out. “Anyway, my name is Ahmose, this is Hathor, and the guy with the spear is Jabari.”

“Nice to meet you all,” Matteo said with a nod. “So, how does this all work?”

“Every day, we gotta run a temple three times. Today we have temple twelve. Have you run temples outside before?” Ahmose said.

“Yes, I have run a few temples out in the wilderness. One in a founder ruin, too,” Matteo said.

Ahmose gestured with her sword to the door in front of them. “This is the same idea. Two differences, though. First, the temple never runs out of mana. The ley line below keeps it producing artifacts. Secondly, the traps repair themselves slower. We gotta deal with most of the monsters ourselves.”

Jabari spoke up. “And the temples are all at least two levels. That surprised me when I first got here.”

“Right, two levels. Some of them have three. Temple one has four levels. It’s pretty dangerous, but you get more days off your sentence when you run it,” Ahmose said.

Matteo shivered. The idea of running a temple without his artifact was stressful enough. Supposedly, the more levels it had, the harder it was. He couldn’t imagine fighting through four levels of a temple.

Ahmose patted his shoulder and said, “Don’t worry about it. We have all the rooms memorized. All we have to do is squash a few monsters and we will be on our way. We usually have three or four hours of free time each day.”

That wasn’t exactly encouraging. It meant that each temple run would take a couple of hours at least. This was going to be more dangerous than he expected. But his only way out was to get that message to the judge, and that required at least one run. The bond with his artifact mocked him with the knowledge his rune scribe pen was far out of reach.

Matteo steeled himself and pulled his mace up into position. He used his metal arm to wield it, which should give him about double his normal crushing power. The four of them walked into the antechamber of the temple and got ready to open the next door.

“Alright, let’s get started. This first room is your standard saw blade room. Don’t step on anything blue and you will be fine. We will slide open the door and stay here while the monsters charge us. You and Hathor will stand just behind the doorway and play defense. Jabari and I will stand right by the doorway and attack from the sides.”

The wooden haft of Matteo’s mace creaked. He eased off on his grip so he didn’t break it. He nodded to Ahmose to let her know he was ready.

She patted his shoulder and said, “Don’t worry. The goddess Isfet is usually kind for the first level. You got this.”

Everyone got into position, and Ahmose slapped the rune in the center of the door. It fell through the floor and opened up the first room. It was a large room, about forty feet wide. There were no corners, only curved walls. A half dozen monsters crouched near the other doorway. They were a monster type Matteo hadn’t encountered before, but he was able to recognize them from descriptions. They had gray humanoid bodies with long, gangly limbs. Their head was featureless except for a wide mouth full of sharp teeth. Ghouls.

As soon as the door opened, they turned as one and started loping towards the humans. The lead ghoul didn’t get far. A huge circular saw sprung from the floor and cut it in half with a spray of bright red blood. The top half of the body continued to slide forward along the floor until a second saw sprung up and sliced off the head.

The remaining five ghouls ignored the death and raced around the saw blades. They only had eyes for the humans. This proved to be a fatal error. They ran across strips of blue and more saws sprung up. Two more ghouls were shredded, then a third. The remaining two ghouls jumped over their fellow monsters and landed in front of Matteo and Hathor.

The ghouls stood atop another strip of blue, but this saw didn’t activate. The ghouls reached forward together, their long arms and claws reaching past the open doorway. Matteo brought his mace down in a swift strike, shattering the monster’s arm and sending it tumbling into the other ghoul. Both monsters fell at their feet. Ahmose and Jabari struck simultaneously, skewering and killing the monsters.

“Good job, Matteo. Looks like we have the makings of a great team,” said Ahmose.

“Yeah, maybe. I mean, I hope I get a message back soon that this was all a mistake. But if I’m stuck here, you three aren’t half bad,” Matteo said.

They continued to talk as they slowly walked through the room in a serpentine pattern. The safe path was easy to use as long as you didn’t blindly run across the room. They set up in front of the next doorway, using the same formation.

“This next room is just a bit trickier,” Ahmose said. “You gotta step on the blue squares for the first half of the room and the red squares for the second half.”

“Not that it really matters. The trap doesn’t work anymore,” Jabari said.

Ahmose shrugged. “Eh, partially true. It used to send darts to skewer monsters, and it doesn’t recreate them anymore. But it still sends out a blast of air when you stand on the wrong square. That air could blow a hole through your foot if you are unlucky.”

Jabari rolled his eyes. It seemed like they had had a similar conversation several times before. Ahmose ignored him and slapped the rune in the center of the door. This one fell to the floor, just like the last one. Matteo wondered if all the doors were like that. He hoped not. Holding a door partially open was a great way to restrict monster’s movement.

The next room was darker than the first. Glowing squares on the floor provided the only illumination. The entire floor was covered in them, with a dozen monsters dancing about on them. The goblins were afraid of the puffs of air the floor kept creating, but didn’t understand the connection between their movements and the trap’s activation.

The closest goblin saw the bright light coming in from the now open door and shrieked. All dozen goblins turned and sprinted towards the humans in the doorway. Matteo crouched down and prepared to meet their charge. Hathor followed his lead.

As the lead goblin drew close, Matteo angled his mace to point directly at it. Maces were flexible, they could be used as more than a club. He stabbed at the goblin, hitting it in the eye and sending it sprawling back. The injured monster flailed around and slowed the approach of the next goblins. Hathor took the next one, bashing its head in and sending it to the floor directly in front of them.

Matteo shoved the corpse forward with his foot. He wanted his combat zone to be free of tripping hazards. The next four goblins came at them almost all at once. This time, Matteo used the full power of his mace and metal arm. He hit the goblin on the right and sent it careening into the next two goblins.

Hathor bashed the next goblin’s head in and took a step back. The remaining six goblins had arrived. Matteo took a step back to join her and started swinging. He killed monster after monster as Ahmose and Jabari joined in from the sides. A handful of moments later, and the goblins were all dead.

“You got some strength in that arm,” Ahmose said and patted his metal shoulder. “This is going to be easier than I thought.”

“Thanks, I built it myself. Well, with my dad’s help,” Matteo said with a sudden pang of homesickness.

“No shit? That’s impressive. The company codger doesn’t make replacements half as good and he charges half a year for them,” Ahmose said.

“They make you stay longer to pay for a limb you lost in a temple? That’s low,” Matteo said.

“You don’t know the half of it,” Jabari said as used his spear to push the monster corpses out of the way. The fight had created a pile up directly in front of the door.

“He’s right. Some of us get free, but a lot of us are lifers. They charge you months for every little thing, healing, weapon repair, prosthetics,” Ahmose said.

“Really? That’s awful,” Matteo said.

Hathor spoke up for the first time since they entered the temple. She said, “Some have given up, spending months for creature comforts and nicer meals. I will not be one of them.”

Ahmose nodded seriously and said, “Totally. That’s our team. We do whatever we can to avoid needing healing and never accept their offers of pillows or bacon. If you end up staying down here, just know that’s what kind of team we are. We are getting out of here one day.”

She perked up and smiled, “And if you leave here tonight, don’t forget your friends down here. You can send us money to take time off our sentences.”

Matteo nodded, but made no promises. He didn’t know why they were here or if their punishment was deserved. The four of them hopped across the room, staying on the correctly colored squares. The next room was easier than expected. The swinging axes had already killed three of the five ice worms. The team easily dispatched the remaining two.

The next room ended their easy streak. Three enormous monsters filled the room, black shelled beetles. The room’s traps were spikes that sent off waves of electricity. They weren’t enough to kill the monsters, but they succeeded in making them furious. As soon as the closest monster saw them, it turned and spat green slime at the humans.

Matteo pushed Hathor out of the way and jumped to the side as well. Green slime hissed and smoked on the floor. Ahmose swore as they realized what they were dealing with. Acid beetles.


Book 2 Chapter 46: A Bad Run

Another spray of acid dropped to the floor as a second beetle saw the open door. At this point, none of the humans were visible to the monsters. They kept attacking anyway. The jolts of electricity from the floor and ceiling were probably putting them in a bad mood.

“We can’t let them throw acid everywhere. The temple repairs itself too slowly. We need to attack now,” Ahmose said.

“How? Those things are huge and none of us have our artifacts,” Matteo said, just short of panicking.

“I will distract them, you kill them quick,” Hathor said. She jumped up and down to psych herself up.

“What, no,” Matteo started to say, but she was already running.

Hathor bolted into the room, sliding underneath the nearest beetle. She pivoted on a leg and dashed in a different direction to avoid the electric spikes. The beetle might have been able to stomp her normally, but the room kept shocking the beetles and slowing them down.

The remaining three team members each swore and followed her into the room. Matteo ran to the left of the closest beetle and lined up a powerful strike. He was going to try to take out two legs at once. He wouldn’t normally attempt this, beetles were tough, but they had to act quickly. Hathor couldn’t keep their attention forever.

The mace whistled faintly as he put his whole body into the swing. It crunched through the first leg and halfway through the joint of the second leg. He jumped back as the acid beetle hissed and turned towards him. The sudden movement was enough to tear the injured leg completely off. Now it was screaming and down to four legs. Matteo ducked and rolled away from the monster’s counterattack of acid.

With only one leg on its left side, the beetle couldn’t move it without falling down. That made it trivial for Matteo to jump back up and knock the remaining leg off. The monster made an ear-piercing shriek as it fell to the floor. Matteo jogged towards the monster’s head to finish it off.

Jabari stepped in and thrust his spear into the beetle’s eye. It only made the monster scream louder. Jabari lined up another attack and yelled to Matteo, “Help Ahmose!”

Matteo nodded and switched directions. The acid beetles had two large horns on their head. It would be hard for him to get close without getting hit. A spear was better than a mace for finishing them off.

Getting over to where the women were was harder than he expected. The shock spikes made navigating deeper into the room difficult. Matteo didn’t know how Hathor and Ahmose were doing it. Although, now that he thought about it, they did have lots of experience running this temple.

Things weren’t looking good for them by the time he got there. Hathor was limping and Ahmose was doing all she could to keep the attention of two huge beetles. The monsters towered over her and she had to dance around acid blasts in between slicing at joints with her sword.

Matteo literally jumped into the fray with an overhead smash onto the closest beetle’s leg. It must have sensed him coming, because it was already turning when he was still in the air. He felt like he was falling in slow motion, watching his target leg drift out of range. He stretched out the mace and still managed to crush the closest joint.

He should have been worried about the beetle.

The monster was swinging its horns around as Matteo fell. A split second after he landed, the huge horn hit him in the stomach and flung him. He sailed all the way across the room. The impact was enough to make him lose his mace and bounce him off the wall. He rolled across the floor until he landed on the outer range of one of the shock spikes.

A two ton acid beetle could easily handle the current the spikes could put out.

A human could not.

Matteo screamed through clenched teeth, writhing in agony. Pain. Everything was pain. He tried to roll out of range, but he couldn’t control himself. His muscles twitched randomly, making him flop around on the outer edge of the spike’s range.

An eternity later, something hit him in the stomach and pushed him away. It was the butt of Jabari’s spear. Matteo slumped to the ground, completely limp. His skin was smoking, and he smelt burnt hair.

“I think we lost him,” Jabari said.

“Crap. On his first run, too. Maybe twelve really is cursed,” Ahmose replied.

“We should try six. It gives extra days most of the time and it really isn’t that hard,” Hathor said.

Matteo heard them walk closer to him. He pulled up his stats and checked his health. Only five points left. Without opening his eyes, he coughed out, “Damn, you all are cold. Not a single moment of mourning for a fallen comrade?”

“Holy shit! How are you alive?” Ahmose said and ran over to help him. “Sorry, we can’t take you to a healer just yet. They won’t let us out without bringing them an artifact.”

“Lucky I have a high constitution, I guess,” Matteo said. “I could use more constitution, though. I’m not bouncing back quick on this one.”

“No, no. Take your time. We are just glad you are alive,” Ahmose said as she helped him sit up against the wall.

Hathor looked him in the eye and said, “You are right, we did not mourn you and we should have. I am sorry.”

Jabari shook his head. “Nah. You are right, but nah. This shit’s deadly. We see people die at least once a month, especially the new ones. You seem great, Matteo, but you gotta have a hard heart if you want to survive down here.”

Matteo nodded. He understood that. He also wasn’t ready to get up, so he redirected the conversation. “Where are we anyway? Some sort of prison under the mountain?”

“No, we are right under the old city. The streets are about twenty feet above us,” Ahmose said.

“More like thirty feet. I paid attention when they brought us down here,” Jabari said.

“Whatever. This place was built by the founders to power the old city. They used to have volunteers run the temples so we could recycle artifacts for mana. But since they built the outer city, they need more power. Now they have bound prisoners to run these twelve temples. They have twelve more temples on the east side, and free bound still run those temples,” Ahmose said.

Matteo groaned and sat up straighter. “If all they care about is artifacts, they should give us ours back. None of us would have been touched if I had my pen.”

Jabari laughed and slapped his shoulder. “You are really leaning into that newbie shit, aren’t you? You are totally innocent and if you had your artifact, you would breeze through all the temples.”

The hit on his shoulder made him groan again. His constitution may be high, but the trap he just survived was designed to kill monsters. He would need a lot more time to recover.

Time he didn’t have.

They needed to run this temple three times today, so they had to get going again after a half hour. Matteo clenched his teeth and slowly stood up. All of his muscles hurt. Even the ones he didn’t know he had.

He could push through the muscle pain, but that wasn’t all of it. The pain in his ribs was debilitating. He was fairly sure he had cracked a few of them when the beetle hit him with its horn. At least the ribs weren’t broken and would heal well. Eventually.

Once he was standing, he shuffled through the room and into the next. While he had been recovering, they cleared out the next room. It had been full of spiders, but the team had killed them without him. He had never been so glad to be in agonizing pain. Better than having to deal with spiders.

Next was a set of stairs leading downwards. Matteo hadn’t seen them in a temple before, all of the other temples he had visited had been single levels. They paused before opening the next door.

“This is where it gets hard,” Ahmose said. “Isfet always seeds the lower floors with stronger monsters.”

“Three ton beetles aren’t hard? I almost died,” Matteo said.

“Beetles are slow and stupid,” Hathor said. “What’s behind this door will be smart and strong.”

Matteo grumbled out a few swears. He fell into a combat stance, anyway. He had no choice; they had to return with an artifact, or not at all. Once everyone was in position, Ahmose slapped the rune and the door slid into the floor.

At first, Matteo assumed that the next room was tiny. Then he realized that he was looking at a short corridor that had two paths branching out from the sides. There wasn’t a monster in sight. There wasn’t much in sight at all, just featureless gray stone. Jabari banged his spear into the wall, but nothing happened.

Ahmose sighed and stood up straight. She said, “This room is a maze. The trick is that you can’t take the wrong turn or the floor will drop out. Since none of the monsters are attacking us, they probably set up an ambush or two.”

Matteo’s eyes widened. These monsters were smart enough to set up ambushes? Hathor was right. This was going to be tough.

The four of them slowly crept forward. Matteo had to grit his teeth to keep himself from groaning in pain. The next time he had the chance, he was going to add even more points to constitution. Ahmose put her finger to her lips and pointed the way they were going to turn. They slowly slid around the corner, staying far from any possible ambush sites.

Her prediction came true three intersections later. They were sliding around the corner once more when they saw a monster foot peeking out from the following intersection. It looked like a clawed lizard foot. It slipped back around the corner before Matteo could get a good look at it. Still, he had an idea of what they were up against now, either velociraptors, lizardmen, or kobolds. He hoped for the latter. They were easy to deal with.

His hopes were dashed almost immediately.

As soon as they rounded the corner and started stalking forward, Jabari let out a wordless cry. He stabbed upwards with his spear. There had been a lizardman on the ceiling, its claws dug into the wall to hold itself up. As soon as Jabari yelled, it dropped down and avoided the spear strike.

The monster landed in the middle of the four of them, lashing out with claws and tail at the same time. Jabari had his spear out of position to defend. The lizardman swept his legs out from under him with its tail. At the same time, it slashed at Ahmose and Matteo with its claws. Swirling magic protruded from each claw. Matteo got hit on his upper arm. Luckily, it was his metal one and the claws only left shallow cuts. Ahmose wasn’t so lucky. Her upper thigh parted easily under the influence of the monster’s magic, three deep cuts appearing from a single swipe.

Hathor was already in motion as the lizardman fell. Her attack hit right after the monsters. The mace crashed into the top of the lizardman’s head. The hit was perfectly timed, hitting the crown and shattering its skull. Less than a second after it landed, it was dead.

Ahmose screamed as the wound on her leg made itself known. She fell to the ground, clutching her leg. Hathor rushed to her side, pulling out a roll of bandages. That was a mistake. She had forgotten about the first lizardman that had acted as a distraction.

Now that their backs were turned, the first monster loped towards them. Matteo turned just in time to see the monster leap towards them, claws on its hands and feet pointed towards Hathor’s exposed back.
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Matteo stepped forward to cover Hathor. She was too focused on bandaging up Ahmose to see the lizardman coming. It was arcing through the air with claws out, aiming to shred Hathor’s back. Ethereal black magic streamed from each claw, promising death from a single strike. Matteo stepped forward and brought his mace up in an underhand swing, putting his whole body into the movement.

The strike hit the monster in its stomach, propelling it upwards. Instead of landing on top of the women, it sailed over them. It landed on all fours and slid across the temple floor, stopping just past the intersection they were in. Despite the strike, it stood back up, seemingly unharmed.

Then the floor dropped out from under it. The lizardman made a startled squawk and fell out of sight. A wet squelch let them know it wouldn’t be coming back up.

Matteo glanced back the other way to make sure no more monsters were coming. The hallway was clear. He dropped to his knees and held his ribs. That strike had wrenched his ribs and they hurt more now than when he was first hit. He clenched his teeth and screwed his eyes shut, trying not to cry out. Tears welled up.

“Thanks Matteo. I’m glad someone has situational awareness,” Ahmose said from where she was lying on the ground.

Hathor just grunted in response. She had seen the lizardman after it had landed, but didn’t stop bandaging up Ahmose. Jabari stood back up from where he fell and gently patted Matteo’s shoulder.

Once the worst of the pain subsided, Matteo said, “How are we going to finish this run, let alone two more today?”

Jabari said, “It’s not normally this bad. This is an unlucky run. You can get healed after we return to the cavern with the artifact. It will cost you a month, but if you’re actually innocent, that won’t matter.”

Matteo nodded. He allowed Jabari to help him back up. Ahmose stood up too, limping forward. Her bandages were already starting to bleed through. She might have to add a month to her sentence too.

The rest of the maze room was uneventful. The lizardmen still tried to ambush the team, but they were careful enough to check the ceilings and not get distracted again. Even with two of them seriously injured, the lizardmen were easy to cut down one at a time.

Once the room was cleared, they took a small break before they moved on.

“Alright, Matteo. This is the easiest room in the temple. We just gotta be quick. It’s a crushing room, so there probably won’t be any monsters left alive inside. We need to run through the spike field and hit the unlock sequence on the exit door. Jabari, that’ll be up to you today,” Ahmose said.

“Wait, no. That’s your job,” Jabari said, his voice rising.

“Well yeah, but I’m not running anywhere,” Ahmose said and gestured to her bandaged thigh.

Jabari swore and turned to Hathor. “Hey, sis. You know the unlock sequence, right? Why don’t you do it today?”

“I haven’t memorized it. Wasn’t that your job? You were Ahmose’s backup, and she is mine,” Hathor said, worry seeping into her voice.

“Yeah, but I don’t have it down yet. I know I said I did, but…”

Matteo let out a long sigh. He said, “I know some runes. Is the unlock sequence just the numbers one through six?”

They turned to Ahmose, and she shrugged. “I don’t know. I was just shown the sequence from the last guy.”

Matteo shook his head and knelt down on the floor. He touched his fingertip to Ahmose’s pant leg, where it was still wet with her blood. Then he traced out the rune numbers for one through six, dipping back into her blood for ink every so often. When he was done, he said, “Is this it?”

“Yes, that’s it. You gotta activate them in order all along the doorframe,” Ahmose said.

Matteo nodded. “I can do that.”

“I can lead you through the spikes so you have enough time,” Jabari said. “And I’ll pay better attention to the unlock sequence this time.”

Matteo nodded. Jabari set down his spear and gestured for Matteo to do the same. They wouldn’t need weapons for the race. Once they were ready, Jabari slapped the rune on the door and raced through. The room was covered in five foot tall spikes, with a narrow path through the middle of the room. The ceiling high above them had its own set of spikes, perfectly matching up with the path below.

Jabari ran forward, Matteo close on his heels. It felt similar to the previous room, another maze. Before they were even halfway through the room, the ceiling started moving. It was slowly creeping downward, sure to puncture them both if they took too long.

Left, right, left, left, right. They sped through the maze, reaching the exit door when the ceiling spikes were still five feet above them. Matteo shoved Jabari out of the way and started pressing runes in order. They were in the exact same configuration as the doorway puzzle he had done months before.

Once he hit the number six, the ceiling stopped lowering and started creeping back up. Matteo sighed in relief and leaned up against the wall.

“I didn’t really get to see you do it. That was too quick,” Jabari said.

“That’s fine. We can practice while Ahmose and Hathor catch up. See this one here? That’s the rune for the number one,” Matteo said and pointed to the runes in succession. By the time Ahmose hobbled over, Jabari had gone through the sequence three times on his own.

Matteo thanked Hathor for bringing his mace and turned to Ahmose for an explanation of the next room. She didn’t say anything, and he could see why. She wasn’t looking good. The blood loss was clearly getting to her. Hathor noticed and filled in for her.

“This next room is broken. I don’t know what the trap used to be, but it stopped working long before we were sentenced. It will be a large, empty room. Perfect for our regular tactics of having the monsters come to us,” Hathor said.

Matteo nodded and got into position. Hopefully, this next room would be easy. His injuries were getting to him, too. The ribs were bad enough, but now he felt like his innards were failing. They must have been partially cooked by the electricity.

Moments later, the door fell into the ground. Hathor smiled and stood up from her combat stance. She motioned for Jabari to look into the room. He peeked his head in and whooped with joy.

There were eight monsters in the room, mostly clustered around the center of the room. They were purple floating jellyfish. The monsters puffed out a purple mist, which was certainly deadly. Matteo could guess why they were happy though, jellyfish moved slowly.

Jabari gleefully said, “Gimmie, gimmie.”

Ahmose and Hathor gave him their weapons. After a moment, Matteo did too. Jabari raced into the room and started throwing. The sword was first, it spun through the air and cut three of the jellyfish. Next were the maces, taking out two each. Finally, he used his spear to take out the final monster. Just like that, the room was clear. The monsters didn’t have a chance to attack.

Once everyone had their weapons back, they moved on to the next room. The final trap room for the temple. The artifact was one room away.

Hathor held up a hand to Ahmose and said, “I think you should sit this next one out. The three of us can handle it.”

Ahmose said, “I need to come. I’m the fastest at the puzzle. Besides, Matteo looks like he is going to pass out. You need all the help you can get.”

Matteo wanted to protest, but she was right. It was getting harder for him to stay alert. He had felt a lot of pain after the beetle hit him, but that was it. Now that the adrenaline was wearing off, he felt worse. He was feeling weaker and weaker.

Still, he could handle one more room. He pointed his chin at the door and said, “What’s the deal for this room?”

“It’s got a moving floor. The whole thing sends you flying towards the spike filled pit at the end of the room. The only safe spot is a small raised platform at the end of the room. You can stop the floor by moving a puzzle into place,” Jabari said. “The main problem is that if any of the monsters are still alive, they will be waiting for us there.”

“Ah, kind of like King of the Hill, huh?” Matteo said. “We gotta knock the monsters off the platform and hold it long enough to stop the floor from moving, right?”

“Right. Ideally, we kill the monsters before we try to solve the puzzle, but yes, that’s how it works. It’s an even battle unless you cheat,” Jabari said. He walked back to the center of the room and used his spear to drag a few jellyfish corpses towards the door.

When everyone was ready, they opened the door and shoved the corpses in first, following directly behind them. Jabari was in the lead with his spear at the ready. All of them quickly walked into the room and stood still. They were in a long room, with a drop off in the distance. The floor was moving beneath them at a good pace, quickly bringing them into range of the monsters.

“What the hell are those?” Matteo said when he saw the monsters waiting for them.

“Dark pegasus,” Ahmose said. “Get ready. They are crafty.”

Matteo’s lip curled up, and he examined the monsters they were rapidly approaching. They were horse like monsters, all black with six legs. Instead of wings like most pegasi, these had strange growths coming out of their backs, like stringy antlers. There were five of them, one standing on the platform at the end of the room, the other four were galloping alongside.

Before he could come up with a strategy, they were on them. Jabari dropped the butt of his spear to the ground and used his foot to hold it in place. Then he angled it forward and used the momentum of the floor to attack the dark pegasus on the platform. The monster saw the attack coming and leapt into the air.

Jabari chuckled and spun his spear to hook the jellyfish corpse and fling it into the air at the pegasus. The bell and tentacles splayed out as it flew through the air, eventually hitting the flying monster in the face and wrapping around its neck. He repeated his attack with the other jellyfish corpse.

Both impacted dark pegasi screamed in rage and whipped their head around wildly to get it off. The one in the air was successful, the one on the floor wasn’t. It shrieked and spun, forgetting to continue running. A few moments later, the monster fell into the pit at the end of the room. It let out a pitiful scream as it was impaled on the spikes there.

The flying pegasus had been able to free itself, but hadn’t paid attention to where it flung the jellyfish. The corpse ended up hitting another pegasus, and it was sent down to the pit with the other one.

Four seconds had passed, and the monsters were down to three. Two running pegasi and one flying. The four humans now had to start running backwards, otherwise they would find themselves in the pit, too.

Running backwards was hard on Matteo. It took more effort than he expected because of his injuries. He saw the dark pegasus approaching from the right, but he didn’t react in time. The monster opened its horse-like mouth wide and then spun to the side. This allowed it to send its antler/wings/tentacles streaking towards Matteo’s face. He leaned back out of the way, but it wasn’t enough.

He got hit and spun to the ground in pain. The pegasus leapt over him, and the floor sped him towards the pit. Panicking, Matteo scrambled to his feet and started running forwards. He was only feet away from falling into the spiked pit.

The pegasus had been expecting his move and attacked him with its wings, over and over again. Matteo jumped over the first slice, ducked under the next, and counterattacked on the third. He used his mace to smash into the monster’s left wing, breaking the bones within. The dark pegasus whinnied in pain.

This spurred the flying pegasus into action, it swooped down towards Matteo. At the last moment, he fell flat on the floor. Hooves clipped his left shoulder, shattering it. The monster wasn’t able to check its charge. It fell into the other pegasus and the two of them tangled up in each other’s tentacle wings.

Matteo pushed himself up, screaming in pain as he accidentally used his left arm, too. His metal arm was strong enough to lift himself up. He was up and running before he was thrown into the pit. The tangled pegasi weren’t so lucky. He heard their cries suddenly cut off with a squelch of blood.

He glanced to the side to see that the remaining monster had been taken care of. Ahmose was on the platform, finishing up the puzzle. Less than ten seconds later, the floor slowed to a halt. Matteo stopped running and turned to see a platform lower over the pit. He slowly started walking towards it. Jabari was already walking across.

Ahmose held up her hand to Matteo and said, “Hold on. You are great, but we aren’t letting a newbie near the artifact. If you absorb it, we all get a beating and a year added to our sentence. Jabari will hold on to the artifact until we hand it over to the guards.”

Matteo was offended that they didn’t trust him, but he understood their position. They had just met him today. A few moments later, Jabari returned holding a large wine bottle. Matteo’s magic vision let him know it was orange magic, between twenty and twenty-five.

Jabari grunted at the rest of them, and they hobbled back to the central cavern. Tears ran down Matteo's face. His shattered shoulder was excruciating, and his broken ribs were starting to poke into his lungs. Hathor needed to help him walk by the time they left the temple.

All twelve guards turned towards them as they exited the corridor. The healer stood in their middle with his arms folded. It wasn’t until after Jabari handed over the artifact that they could get healing.

“Before I heal you, you need to agree to an extra month added to your sentence,” the prison healer said.

“I agree. In fact, can I get two months added to my sentence and have you heal my friend, too?” Matteo said and pointed to Ahmose.

The healer looked towards his boss. Apparently, that wasn’t a common request. The boss nodded and said, “That’s fine. But remember, if you rack up more than fifteen years on your sentence, you can’t use any of our services until it’s back under that.”

Matteo happily agreed. He would be out of here soon. The two extra months meant nothing to him. The healer took care of him and Ahmose, commenting that Matteo would have died without the healing. Apparently, his innards were more cooked than he realized.

He wanted to check in with the Warden, but they wouldn’t let him. Their team had to complete two more runs through the twelfth temple before they could return.

Thankfully, the next two runs were incident-free. Matteo was more careful this time, and the monsters were weaker. They made it back an hour before dinner time. While they were waiting, a guard came up to Matteo and handed him a letter from the Warden.

I received a response from my inquiry. Not from the judge, the Servants of Truth responded directly. Your sentence was not a mistake, and you are forbidden from any outside communication. I have added six months to your sentence as punishment for wasting my time.

Matteo let the letter fall from his hands. He leaned back and swore softly.
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Ahmose grabbed the letter from the floor and read it over. She said, “Oof, six extra months. You must have pissed off the Warden. No one wants the attention of the Servants of Truth.”

“What is up with the Servants of Truth, anyway? I have never heard of them before a few days ago. How does a religious group have enough political power that they can sentence me to jail for being in the presence of my automaton friend?” Matteo asked.

Ahmose shrugged, “Dunno. I have just heard they have a lot of clout. Don’t know more than that.” She looked at the rest of the squad to see if they knew more.

Hathor opened her mouth, and Jabari shook his head. She closed her mouth and looked away.

Jabari said, “It’s not safe to be nosy about that kind of thing.”

Matteo barked out a laugh. “What are they going to do? Throw me in jail?”

“The Umbra usually kill those that get in their way. So, yes, there is something they could do to you if they decide they don’t like you,” Jabari said.

“Whatever. I’m already on their bad side for some reason. You obviously know something. Tell me,” Matteo urged.

Jabari shook his head and walked off. He stood in line outside the cafeteria. Hathor leaned forward and quietly said, “The Servants of Truth pretend to be a religious organization, but they are the true power behind the throne. They are led by the Sisters of Truth, immortals that rebuilt Carcassonne after the fall. Jabari was right. They kill anyone that stands in their way. My father said there was an anti-government movement about forty years ago. Protests, riots in the street, that kind of thing. After a few weeks of that, the protestors disappeared. Gone. He says the sisters killed every last one of them.”

“That’s an old wive’s tale,” Ahmose said.

“No, it’s the truth. Lots of people saw the Umbra move through the city, and no one ever saw the protesters again. The same thing happened to the prince and his wife,” Hathor said.

“The prince?” prompted Matteo.

Ahmose said, “The current king’s son. He wanted to marry a commoner. Well, he did. But then he disappeared. The nexus said they ran away together.”

“No, they were killed,” Hathor said. “I know it sounds far-fetched, but it’s true. Matteo, you of all people should believe it.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because it’s said that the Sisters of Truth are intelligent automatons. That’s probably why you are down here. They didn’t want another intelligent automaton to interfere with their plans. They probably killed your automaton friend and threw you in jail in case you knew how to make them,” Hathor said.

It made a disturbing amount of sense. The fact that the Sisters of Truth were ensouled automatons was no surprise. They must have seen Medjay as a threat. But then, why had the Umbra killed Medjay and Chiara, but not Matteo?

The Warden had said something about meeting quotas. Maybe they decided to send Matteo down here to speed up artifact production. That would mean he was never getting out of here, even if he did earn out his full sentence. There were holes in that argument, but it was the best explanation he had.

No matter what the exact truth was, he knew one thing now. They were never letting him out now. He had to escape on his own. The only question was how.

Despite his optimism, it was something he had been thinking about since he got here. There were always guards watching them. Their gauntlets were clearly some sort of enchanted device. The prison was buried deep beneath the ground, and the only way out was a passage he had never seen. If dozens of higher leveled bound hadn’t been able to escape, how could he expect to?

There was only one possibility that came to mind, and he really didn’t want to attempt it. It would mean giving up all that he was. His entire future would be changed.

He needed to bond to a new artifact.

Since his pen artifact was actually bound to his prosthetic arm, he could take it off and bind to a new artifact that would grant him the magic he needed to escape. Something like an earth mover, or a teleporter, or phaser.

Ideally, he could gain that power without having to bind to a new artifact. If he could just use the new one and recover his pen, that would be great. It was also unlikely. He would probably need to bind to the new artifact and level up a few times before he would have enough power to escape. There were multiple security measures in place, a level zero artifact wouldn’t be able to defeat them all.

He absentmindedly ate dinner while he thought about the plan. He would have to find a perfect artifact in one of the temples, take off his arm and then bind with it. He would have to pretend he absorbed it and take the one year punishment. Then he would have to level up as much as possible until they came up with a different punishment to stop him from absorbing artifacts. Then he would slip out in the middle of the night and leave the capitol, never to return.

There were so many problems with that insane plan.

The first hurdle was finding the right artifact. It would have to be a magic color he could use, red, green, or black. Preferably red, since that was his highest affinity. That would eliminate most of the artifacts. Then he would have to find an artifact that would do what he wanted. That would be like finding a crystallium shard in a pile of kaiju shit. It would likely be months before he found anything close to what he was looking for.

Then he had to bond with the artifact without getting killed. The guards would be furious, but his team members would be even madder. When an artifact goes missing, everyone gets a year added to their sentence. They might get furious enough to murder him in his sleep. Particularly if he did it more than once.

The only reasonable course of action would be to tell his team what he was doing and get their buy in. He would have to promise to break them out as well. That would require a lot of trust on their part. Some trust on his part, too. Trust that they wouldn’t turn him in.

Even if everything was successful, he would have to be ok with letting real criminals escape just so he could be free. Was he really that selfish?

Then he realized that they might not be criminals. He already knew that the justice system was corrupt to a degree. Maybe his new friends were innocent, too. After dinner, he brought it up.

“So, you guys know why I’m in here. The government didn’t like my choice of friends. What got you sent down the hole?” Matteo said.

“What are you talking about? We are all innocent,” Jabari said with a smile.

Ahmose smiled and shoved him. “Don’t believe him, he’s the worst one in here. Killed a guy during a robbery.”

Jabari frowned and said, “Don’t say it like that. I didn’t kill him on purpose. I was trying to knock him out. He wasn’t supposed to be there, anyway.”

“My crime was lying. Jabari asked me for an alibi, and like a fool, I complied,” Hathor said.

“You aren’t a fool for backing up your brother. How were you supposed to know they would bring in a bound detective?” Ahmose said.

Hathor shrugged. Matteo looked over at Ahmose and raised an eyebrow.

She sighed, “Yeah, sure. It isn’t a secret. I started selling on the side. The section guards were fine with my bordello as long as I paid them protection money. It was the blue spice that got me in trouble. Let that be a lesson to you. Carcassonne doesn’t mess around with drugs. They will throw you down the hole if they catch a whiff of the stuff. No amount of bribes will convince them otherwise. Trust me, I tried.”

Matteo nodded, unhappy. All three of his team members were actually guilty. Hathor was just being a good sister, but the other two were hardened criminals. If he helped them escape, could he live with himself? Did he want to make the world just a little bit worse to save himself?

To his dismay, he found the answer was yes.

He wanted to be a good guy. He wanted to sacrifice himself for the good of others. But apparently, that only counted when he was fighting for what was right. He couldn’t bring himself to sacrifice himself by staying in jail. He was going to do everything he could to escape.

The next day, their team ran temple eight. Matteo told them he wasn’t superstitious, but temple twelve sucked. Ahmose was the first to agree with him, particularly since she had needed healing yesterday and he had paid for it.

Temple eight was a simpler temple, not as many complex traps. There were swinging scythes to slide under and crushing logs to jump over. Thankfully, their first run was unusually easy. They ran into worms, kobolds, sonic birds, and teleporting bees. No one on their team got injured.

They took the artifact back to their guard for it to be recycled into mana. This artifact was even more impressive than the ones from yesterday, a dagger that was at least level thirty. Matteo suspected the city would be overrun with high leveled bound if they weren’t constantly recycling the artifacts they harvested here.

The team took a break before they ran the temple again. While they rested, Matteo said, “I am sure people think about escaping all the time. Any problem with planning out an escape? Do you have a problem with snitches down here?”

“Nah, the guards don’t bribe us to be good. They only charge us when they need help. I haven’t heard of any snitches,” Jabari said. “Why? You already got a plan? You haven’t even seen the guards in action yet. Trust me, those gauntlets are no joke.”

“I am sure they are. Bunch of tough bound down here, we are formidable even without artifacts. They got ways to take care of us. Backup plans on top of that. But they don’t have a plan for me, I’m sure of it,” Matteo said.

“Oh yeah? What makes you so special?” Jabari asked.

“I’m not bound,” Matteo replied.

Three of them laughed at that and Ahmose playfully shoved him. Matteo kept his expression serious.

“What’s with you and stupid lies?” Jabari said and shook his head. “Everyone down here is bound, and I know you got high constitution and dexterity.”

Matteo shook his head. “I have bound stats, but I’m not really bound. Something weird happened to me when I tried to bind to my artifact. The magics thought that I was an artificial life form. I was holding it in my right hand and the magics sensed a metal hand powered by crystallium. It bound to my arm, not me.”

“Ah, come off it,” Jabari said and spit into the corner.

“I’m being serious. My flesh body isn’t bound. If I take off my prosthetic, I lose all my bound stats and go back to a mundane,” Matteo said. He lowered his voice and continued. “But that means that I can bind to an artifact we find down here. Maybe one that can dig tunnels and we can all walk out of here.”

Hathor leaned forward and squinted at him. Ahmose said, “That’s not something you want to joke about. What if we actually got our hopes up?”

“I’m being totally serious. I can prove it to you now. Feel my skin. It’s tough because of my high constitution stat,” Matteo said. Once the three of them had felt his skin, Matteo continued, “Now, watch what happens when I take off my metal arm.”

He unbuckled the straps and slowly slid the prosthetic off his stump. The loss of stats hit him like a sack of bricks. It was bad last time, but this time was much worse. He felt like he was dying. He might actually be dying. His body had adapted to magic, and he had just stripped it away.

Jabari cursed and jumped up. “What did you just do?”

“I told you,” Matteo gasped out.

He forced them to feel how soft his skin was now. Then he strapped his arm back on. He breathed a sigh of relief as his stats slowly climbed back up. He promised himself not to do that again until he was ready to bond with a new artifact.

He looked up at the faces of his team members. They all had varying degrees of shock and concern. Matteo said, “Think about it. Do you want to risk it and have me bond with an artifact, or do you want to just work down your sentence? You don’t have to decide now.”

The next three weeks were monotonous. Terror filled days full of risking their lives, followed by hours full of talking and playing games in their alcoves. Matteo slowly gained their trust, and they started letting him into the artifact rooms. He also convinced them to run temples one through five. They had three artifacts each, which meant a higher chance of finding what he wanted.

On the twenty-sixth day of imprisonment, Matteo walked into the artifact room of temple two and said, “Hey guys. I think it’s time to decide if you want to break out with me. ‘Cus, I think I just found the perfect artifact. It’s not exactly what we were looking for, but if it works the way I think it will, we will all get out of here.”
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“What do you mean?” Ahmose said. “What kind of artifact do you have there?”

“I mean, it’s different. The third artifact here might be our ticket out of here. It’s not a teleportation or digging artifact. But something tells me it’s a winner,” Matteo said. He held up the small orb covered with runes and read them the name.

	Elemental Golem Core (Red Magic 33)

	You are not compatible with this artifact. Absorption will destroy it. Absorb anyway?

	Yes
	No

		


“Eh, I don’t know,” Ahmose said and tapped her chin. “There are too many possibilities with an artifact like that. Maybe you will get a rock golem to bash us out. Maybe it’ll allow you to turn into a wood golem and we will still be stuck down here.”

Matteo sucked a breath in through his teeth. “I get what you are saying. But think about it, what types of golems have you heard of? Stone, lava, Iron, almost all of them can bust us out of here. The only way to know for sure is for me to bond with it and try it out.”

“We only got one shot at this, right?” Hathor said. “I am not sure if we want to waste it on this.”

With a sigh, Matteo said, “You are right. This one isn’t a sure thing. I still feel like we should try it. I don’t want the perfect chance to slip through our fingers.”

“There have been two shovels in the last year and a half,” Hathor said.

“Huh?” Matteo asked, confused by the non sequitur.

“I memorize the artifacts we get. It’s like a game, to stave off the boredom,” Hathor said. “Shovel artifacts are the most likely to grant magic able to dig through the walls. That means you can expect to wait six to nine months before you find exactly what you are looking for.”

Jabari looked at the ceiling and swore. “I don’t know if I can last that long. Ever since Matteo said there was a way out, it feels like the walls are caving in.”

Ahmose laughed, “I hear you. It makes the next four years of my sentence sound like forever.”

“You only got four years left? I still got seven,” Jabari groaned. He turned to his sister and said, “Wait. You only got seven months left. Is that why you want us to wait? So you will be free by the time we escape?”

Hathor looked embarrassed.

Jabari pointed his finger at his sister. “Wait a second. Are you even telling the truth about the shovels? If he bonds with this artifact, we will all get a year added to our sentence. Were you making that up about the shovels so we don’t try to escape until after you are free?”

Hathor huffed and turned away. “Can you blame me?”

“Do you want me stuck in here forever?” Jabari said, incensed.

“Can’t you wait a few months?” Hathor yelled back. “I’ll be free and clear. No guards on my tail. You got me into this. Why can’t you at least let me get myself out of it?”

The two siblings stared at each other, taking great heaving breaths.

Matteo felt guilty for bringing it to a head like this. It seemed like Hathor’s only crime was backing up her brother’s lie. How could he break out now when she was so close to being free already?

From what he could see, Jabari didn’t feel the same way. The way he was looking at Matteo and the artifact he held, he clearly wasn’t willing to wait. There was no compassion on that face. No matter what Matteo choose, he was going to make one of the siblings furious.

“How about this,” Ahmose said. “Hathor pretends she had a fight with us and storms out of here. She tells the guards she is quitting our team. Then when we come out, you can absorb an artifact in front of the guards. That way, they know you broke the rules after she left our team and only the three of us get an extra year added to our sentence.”

Matteo tilted his head. That could work. He didn’t like the idea that someone who was staying here would know his entire plan, but he trusted Hathor not to rat them out. There was nothing in it for her.

Hathor stood up straighter and said, “I don’t have to pretend. After what I just heard from my brother, I don’t want to be on your team. I’m quitting, no matter what you decide to do.”

She turned and stalked away.

Jabari rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ll talk to her, say I’m sorry. I’ll make sure she doesn’t talk before we can escape.”

Matteo looked over the three artifacts to double check Ahmose’s plan would work. There were two red magic artifacts and one purple. He could bond to the golem core and tuck it away in his arm. Then absorb the other artifact, the pipe wrench, in front of the guards. They would assume he had absorbed both of the missing artifacts. It could work.

“I’m willing to do this if you two are,” Matteo said. “Last chance to back out.”

“I’m in,” Jabari said.

“Go for it,” Ahmose said with a nod.

With a big breath, Matteo steeled himself. He would have to take off his arm and lose his stats again. Even after he bonded, he would be weak until he leveled up some more. He was going to miss his pen. He was especially going to miss his high dexterity and constitution.

Before he could talk himself out of it, Matteo unstrapped his arm and let it fall to the floor. The pain and agony of losing his magic almost knocked him out. It seemed like it hurt worse each time he did that. Quickly, he picked up the core. He heard a voice in his head right after.

Would you like to bond with the Elemental Golem Core?

“Yes,” Matteo hissed out of clenched teeth.

Nothing happened.

He opened his mouth to say yes again, but then he felt it. A small tendril of magic. A small mana core was developing itself within him. He slowly started feeling better. His body aches went away. Interestingly enough, he could tell the difference between this core and the last one. It felt smaller, but more vibrant somehow. Like it was excited.

Once he was feeling better, he stood up and picked up the core. He pointed it away from the group and said, “Ok, core, do your magic. Give me a golem!”

Nothing happened.

This wasn’t too surprising. It would take a while to figure out how to use this new artifact. Every artifact had a different method for using its magic. He just had to keep experimenting.

He did just that for the next five minutes. No success yet. Eventually, Ahmose spoke up.

“We need to go, otherwise they are going to think we are up to something,” she said.

“We are up to something,” Matteo smirked.

“Whatever, just put your arm back on. You can figure out how to use it tomorrow,” Ahmose said.

Matteo nodded and started strapping on his prosthetic. Jabari said, “How many levels do you think you will need before you can break us out? Three? Four?”

“I don’t know. You know how leveling up is. It’s … whoa,” Matteo interrupted himself and swayed in place.

“What?”

“Hold on a sec,” Matteo said. His mana core felt strange. Very strange. It was like his organs were painlessly rearranging themselves. A few seconds later, it stopped. He didn’t know what that had been. He decided to check his stats.

Out loud he said, “Stats.”

Now that he had a standard connection to his artifact, he wouldn't be able to mentally access his information anymore. He had to talk to it and listen to the artifact’s responses. To his shock, he was immediately proven wrong.

	Rune Scribe Pen Bond with Matteo Del Fante
Elemental Golem Core Bond with Matteo Del Fante

	Affinity : 79%
Affinity : 48%
	Green Aptitude : 66%
Red Aptitude : 72 %

	Magic Energy : 20 (+10)
	Strength : 15 (+5)

	Flexibility : Medium
Command Method: Verbal 
	Agility : 29 (+0)

	Activation : Rune Words
Creation Efficiency : 1/18
	Senses : 18 (+0)

	Mana Pool : 50/50 (+2/20)
	Constitution : 30 (+4)

	Level 17 (+1)

		


Matteo stumbled back in shock. Both of his teammates asked him what was wrong, but he ignored them. He hadn’t lost his bond with the pen. It was still there. He had both now. Both.

He was stronger and tougher than he had been before. This was insane. Would he be able to use both artifacts at once? Could he level up from green and red artifacts now? This was…

Matteo could feel his heart working overtime from the shock. This changed everything. He could get so strong, so fast. He wouldn’t have the typical bottlenecks most people had, he could shoot up the levels with low-level red artifacts. His total level could reach fifty and he only had to find level twenty-five artifacts.

Eventually, he shook his head and said, “Yeah, let’s go. Nothing’s wrong. I just got more stats from the core than I expected.” He trusted Ahmose and Jabari, but only as far as he could throw them. They were criminals, after all.

He popped the core into his forearm storage. It wasn’t the ideal hiding spot. The guards had emptied it once. It was better than the alternative, though. Hopefully, they would be distracted when he absorbed the artifact in front of them and not think of searching him.

As they exited the temple, Matteo felt a wave of vertigo wash over him. Then he realized it wasn’t in his head. It was an earthquake. Ahmose cried out nearby, and the three of them ran back to the temple antechamber. Founder construction would be tougher than the rock walls in case of a collapse.

The shaking was over shortly after it started.

“What was that? An earthquake? Do you get cave-ins down here?” Matteo asked.

“I don’t know. It’s never happened before,” Jabari said with a quiver in his voice.

They stayed in the antechamber for a minute, making sure that was the last of it. When nothing else happened, they trekked down the long hallway. Matteo locked eyes with the guard assigned to temple two and held up the artifacts to show they were successful.

As they walked into the room, the guard said, “No more runs today. We are halting activities until we know the complex didn’t get damaged in the earthquake.”

Matteo nodded. That made sense. Now, to conspicuously absorb an artifact. He wasn’t looking forward to how angry this was going to make the guards.

Just then, another earthquake hit. Matteo could easily keep his feet as the floor bucked under him, but a sudden idea had him falling to the ground, anyway. Then he absorbed the artifact and started swearing loudly.

A voice in his head asked him what he wanted to upgrade, and he whispered artifact. Nothing happened after that. Apparently, his core artifact still worked like normal artifacts and randomly upgraded. He would have to check his screen later to see what had improved.

When the quake was over, Matteo picked himself up and said, “I’m so sorry. When the earthquake hit, I accidentally absorbed the artifacts I was holding. It was an accident, I swear.”

“You what?” the guard roared.

Matteo finally got to the guard's enchanted gauntlets in action. The guard stretched his hand out and gripped the air. Despite the ten feet between them, Matteo felt a hand on his neck. He was lifted into the air and then thrown up against the wall.

His back hit the stone, and he cried out in pain, exaggerating how much it hurt. When the grip loosened up, he fell to the ground, coughing.

“You are going to regret that, convict. You’re going to be pissing blood by the time I am done with you,” the guard said and lifted his arms again.

The guard nearby nudged him and said, “Private Marcus. We don’t have time for that. We need to get them out of this chamber. They won’t let us topside until all the prisoners are accounted for.”

Private Marcus growled and telekinetically grabbed Matteo and threw him up into the ceiling. Matteo didn’t have to fake his cry of pain when his head hit with concussion force. He fell to the ground in a heap and didn’t get up.

“You two. Grab your idiot friend and get him back to the alcoves,” Private Marcus said.

Matteo didn’t need to be carried, but he let himself be dragged through the room and down the hallways. Maybe if the guard thought he had been seriously injured, he wouldn’t torture him again.

Once they were back in the corridor with everyone’s cots and alcoves, Matteo stood back up and brushed himself off.

“You alright, man?” Jabari asked, concerned.

“Yeah, totally fine. I’ll have a few bruises, but they will be gone by morning,” Matteo said. “I was just hamming it up for the guard.”

Jabari laughed and smacked his shoulder. Ahmose sighed in relief. The corridor where the prisoners slept was quickly filling up. Another earthquake hit. There were a few shouts and screams, but most people were starting to realize the ceiling wasn’t going to fall on them anytime soon. It was shortly after noon when every prisoner was accounted for.

There was a metal plate covering the corridor floor. They activated electricity enchantments every night to make it easier to guard them. With the threat of severe shock, no one ever left their alcoves at night. Once everyone was sitting on their cots, they activated it and a guard gave a short speech.

“Listen up! We are going to check the complex for cracks and repair them. Until then, you need to stay here and be quiet. If I hear a peep out of you, I’m coming back in here and knocking heads,” the guard said and marched off.

They sat there quietly for a few minutes before whispered conversations started up. Everyone wanted to know what was going on. Three earthquakes in a row were strange. Some people were talking about how ‘the big one’ was coming. Other people were saying Carcassonne never got earthquakes, so this couldn’t be an earthquake. Some of the prisoners proudly boasted that their gang members were tunneling in to rescue them. Others said a kaiju must have gotten into the city and was creating these quakes with its steps.

Over time, their conversations got louder and louder. No one came to check on them. The prisoners were split on whether or not that meant something. Some were sure that the guards had all left, scared of cave-ins. Some said there already was a cave in and all the guards were already dead. Others were sure this was a test, and they were going to punish anyone that tried to escape.

Matteo covertly experimented with his golem core artifact. He still didn’t know how to use it. He tried whispering various commands to the orb without success. He placed it on the rock wall in case it needed material to work its magic upon. Nothing happened. He sat back and tried to think of other methods he could try.

Shortly before dinner, another quick earthquake rocked the room. No one came to check on them. One of the prisoners on the far end of the room spoke up. “Hey! Can everyone be quiet for a minute? My perception’s at twenty-seven with an auditory evolution. I can hear if there are any guards left or not. One minute, alright?”

Everyone was quick to quiet down. They were curious if they had been left here to die or not.

About thirty seconds later, the same man yelled out, “They’re all gone! Every last one of them. We are on our own.”
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Contained pandemonium. That’s what it was like when the prisoners found out the guards had abandoned them. They freaked out and wanted to run around screaming, but the electrified floor in front of their alcoves prevented that. They compensated for the lack of movement by getting louder. Matteo winced and covered his ears.

Their reaction wasn’t unreasonable. The numerous earthquakes had almost certainly destabilized the caverns and hallways of the prison. Enough that the guards had feared for their lives and left them here. They were being left to die.

It took a bit, but eventually, people started discussing their situation.

“We need to get out of here,” one of them yelled.

“Really? You figure that out all on your own, Ahmed Zewail?” someone else sarcastically said.

“Shut up. We need plans, not jerks.”

“I can jump across the hallway. Maybe we can leapfrog our way up to the front.”

“Don’t be an idiot. Everyone! Put your cot directly in front of your alcove, on the metal plate. We are making two bridges, one for each side of the corridor.”

Matteo caught on and picked up his cot and placed it directly in front of his alcove. The metal plate buzzed and sparked, but wouldn’t shock him if he hopped onto the canvas. His neighbor pulled his cot out, too. There were only four feet between the two cots, short enough for them to stretch their legs and get from one to the other.

Hathor was across the way from him, right next to her brother. She didn’t put her cot out.

“Come on, Hathor, we need to get out,” Jabari said.

“I’m staying.”

“What? No. We have to get out of here before the place collapses on us. It’s a miracle it hasn’t already.”

“No, I still think this is a test. Besides, I’m not escaping so close to my release date. I won’t be on the run from the law,” Hathor said.

Matteo could see this was going to build into another argument. He butted in and said, “Don’t escape then. Just come with us and verify that the guards really are gone. They won’t add time to your sentence just for looking around.”

She looked up and down the hallway at people lining up their cots. She eventually grunted out, “Fine.” and added hers to the line.

Once everyone had their cots in place, there were two bridges from the back of the room all the way to the end of the corridor. They had to bring the cots from the back of the room forward to reach far enough to get off the electrified floor.

Matteo stepped off the final cot and looked around. The cafeteria was up and to the left, the hallway to the nicer part of the complex was straight ahead. Just like the man said, there wasn’t a guard in sight. He let the rest of the crowd lead the way. He wasn’t awake for his trip down here, so he didn’t know the way out.

It wasn’t long before they were stopped by a locked door.

“Anybody got high dexterity and lock-picking skills? I got some metal you can use as picks,” a woman said, holding up a pair of thin metal spikes.

Another woman near the front said, “Yeah, I can get us out of here. Bring your shivs over here.”

It made Matteo a little nervous that more than one person gave her improvised knives. His life had been in more danger than he had realized.

A few minutes later, they were through that door. Then the next one. And the next. This prison was serious about their security. If any of the guards were still here, they could easily keep the prisoners locked up.

Eventually, they got to a door they couldn’t get through. Matteo shoved his way to the front of the group to find out why.

“… and I told you we need a shard. Doesn’t matter how talented you are, you ain’t gettin’ through this door without a shard of crystallium.”

The tall man she had been arguing with threw his hands up in anger and said, “Alright, fine! Let’s go to the offices. Maybe they have something there. A backup key or something.”

The prisoners split up then, scouring the complex. With everyone searching, most places got two or three people looking through the same spot. Matteo stayed near the exit door. He already had a way out. He just needed to decide if he wanted to use it.

His arm was powered by crystallium. He could take out the chunk and break off the shard they needed. The only thing that was holding him back was the high cost that might result.

The prosthetic arm wouldn’t last as long, but that wasn’t the real problem. The real problem was he might lose his bond with the pen. If the magics of his first artifact were able to detect the removal of his crystallium ‘heart’ it might think he was dead. That would mean he would lose his wonderful stats he had just gained.

While he waited for the other prisoners, he mulled over the idea and clutched his metal arm. He had been willing to give up the stats when he thought he didn’t have a choice. Now though… The idea sounded abhorrent.

“Hey lockpick lady!” someone yelled out. “What about this?” The man held up a small blue bottle.

“That’s a mana potion, idiot. We need a crystallium shard for the mana lock,” she yelled back.

“Right, right. But what if we dip your lock picks in the potion?”

“…”

“That might work. Bring it here,” she said.

The expert thief took the mana potion and dropped all the lock picks into the bottle. She gave them a minute to soak up the mana and knelt down near the door. The lock looked complicated. Matteo hoped she was up to it. This was an imposing door with hundreds of runes inscribed across its solid metal surface.

Now that he thought about it, maybe it wasn’t a good idea to stand so close. He had no idea what her skill level was. There were probably defenses in the door, maybe explosive ones. He took several steps back. Then a few more.

He found himself standing next to Hathor and Jabari. Predictably, they were arguing.

“I’m not stupid. I get that they abandoned us because they thought this place would collapse in the earthquakes,” Hathor was saying. “But once they find their courage, they will be back. And I will be here waiting for them. I will do enough runs to finish out my sentence and then walk out of here a free woman. It’s the only way I can go back to Susan. You know that.”

Jabari threw up his hands. “Of course I know that. But if you stay down here, you will die. You know Menes? He said he already saw cracks in the ceiling of the cafeteria. This place is going to collapse. You have to leave.”

“No, I don’t. I’ll stay on the reinforced side. The offices are safer than the areas they dug out.”

“That’s not true. You are going to get squashed,” Jabari said and rubbed his temples. “Susan wouldn’t want you to die for her sake, and you know it.”

“That’s low.”

“It’s the truth.”

Matteo found himself empathizing with Jabari. His sister was being unreasonable. He stepped into the argument and said, “Hathor, you are being an idiot. Once we have that door open, climb out with us. You can just sit at the top of the stairs and wait for the guards to come back. You won’t get crushed in the cave in, and the guards can’t be mad that you didn’t let yourself be squished.”

The anger left her face, and she said, “Oh. I hadn’t thought of that. Ok, I’ll wait up there. Thanks.”

Matteo threw up his hands and walked to the other side of the room. He had liked the mace wielding convict when he first met her. Not so much anymore. Her determination to get herself killed wasn’t endearing. He better not have to convince her to stay alive again once they made it topside.

The next ten minutes were stressful for everyone in the room. They still weren’t sure if the mana potion would have enough mana in it to work as a magical lockpick. When anyone asked her about it, their impromptu locksmith told them to be quiet.

Cheers met the soft click of the door opening. That was the last major obstacle. They just had to climb out of the shaft above and they were free. They all rushed into the next room. It was a tall, wide shaft that connected them to the surface. There was a people mover that went up and down the shaft, much like an elevator. It was stuck at the top. Luckily for them, there was a maintenance ladder on the side of the wall.

They quickly made a line and started climbing up to freedom. The crowd had been loud and boisterous before, but they quieted down now. They were getting close to the city above and didn’t want anyone to notice them.

As Matteo got to the top of the ladder, he took a look around. They were in the basement of a large building. It had a flight of stairs to the left, leading up to the ground level. There was a guard right next to the stairs. He was tied to a chair and gagged.

A tall prisoner was standing right next to the guard. He wore the guard’s gauntlets had had his arms folded. When other prisoners approached the guard, the gauntleted prisoner said, “Don’t touch this guy. He was coming down to save us.”

The other prisoners, escapees now, nodded and walked on by. Some of them thanked him as they walked up. The guard narrowed his eyes and mumbled something through the gag. The escapees shrugged and headed upstairs.

Matteo walked over to the guard and then turned to the guy with gauntlets. “Do you mind if I talk to him a bit? It’s weird that they abandoned us.”

The escapee tilted his head back and forth before he turned to the guard and said, “We are going to set you free once everyone is out. Do you promise not to yell so we can have a conversation?”

The guard narrowed his eyes and gave a reluctant nod. They carefully lowered the gag. When it seemed like he wasn’t going to yell, Matteo relaxed and said, “What’s up with the earthquakes? Someone said you guys don’t normally get them.”

The guard shook his head. “It wasn’t earthquakes. It’s the Thatcham army. They made it through the no-man's-land and they are attacking the city. They’ve leveled a few buildings already.”

“No-man's-land? What’s that?”

“Are you a hick or something? The no-man's-land is the hundred miles of land between the capital cities of Thatcham and Carcassonne. They filled it with bombs and tier four monsters so no army can get through. Only theirs did. They are attacking the city right now, and the guards were called up to act as an emergency backup until the regular army could get in place,” the guard said.

Matteo looked up. “Does that mean the other guards will be back soon?”

He shook his head. “No, most of them think you are all dead. No one plans on checking on you until we stop the attack. I disobeyed orders to come down and save anyone that survived the collapse.”

“Thanks for having a heart, by the way. If I hadn’t been robbed of everything I own when they locked me up in here, I would have given you a reward. But…” Matteo said and held up his hands.

He nodded to the guy with gauntlets and headed up the stairs. There were still a dozen people behind him, but most of them were upstairs by now. The ground floor looked very different from what he was expecting. It looked like an office building, or maybe the judicial court. It was far fancier than what he expected out of a prison building. Maybe they were hiding the fact that they used bound as slave labor?

“Hey, Matteo. Come here,” Ahmose said and waved him over to a group of eight escapees. All of them were holding a weapon. They must have broken into the armory when everyone was searching for a crystallium shard.

Once Matteo walked over, Jabari quietly said, “We are putting together a squad to hit the vault. With the city under attack, there has never been a better time to get our artifacts back. You in?”

An attack hit with a flash of white light. It was enormously loud, the sound hitting them with a thump in his chest. The ground shook and Matteo thought he could hear a building falling down.

Once he was sure the danger had passed, Matteo turned to Jabari and softly said, “You want to attack a vault?”

“Yeah, they are keeping our artifacts in the precinct vault. Dalia here still has her mana potion lock picks, and she says she can get in. We just have to hold the Wardens off while she works her magic. It should be easy. They will only leave a skeleton crew, if that.”

The lockpick lady, apparently Dalia, held up a blue bottle and swirled it around. Matteo tilted his head. They were right, there would never be a better chance.

“I’m in.”
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As they jogged across the city, Matteo examined the criminals by his side. He wasn't sure if he trusted them, but he wouldn't want to do this without them. The Wardens left at the precinct building would certainly have artifacts, so they needed all the help they could get. The only reason they hadn’t encouraged all the escapees to come with was that it would attract too much attention.

They jogged down alleyways and side streets, trying to stay out of sight. They weren’t entirely successful. The streets were mostly deserted. Everyone was hiding from the battle on their doorstep. Occasionally, people would peek out of their windows and see the escapees jogging by. They wouldn’t be calling the Wardens though, no one was leaving their houses. Not until this was all over.

It was an eerie feeling, jogging through the city like this. Before his imprisonment, the roads had been packed shoulder to shoulder with people. Now there was only the occasional resident, furtively hurrying about their business.

Matteo tried to put the feeling out of his mind. He focused on the mace Jabari had given him. They were going to be up against Wardens with artifacts, and they only had mundane weapons. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Matteo still had access to his new artifact. He just had to figure out how to use it.

He pulled up his status screen. Maybe there would be a clue on there. He hadn’t seen what his last level up had given him anyway, so he checked that, too.

	Rune Scribe Pen Bond with Matteo Del Fante
Elemental Golem Core Bond with Matteo Del Fante

	Affinity : 79%
Affinity : 48%
	Green Aptitude : 66%
Red Aptitude : 72 %

	Magic Energy : 20 (+12)
	Strength : 15 (+5)

	Flexibility : Medium
Command Method: Verbal 
	Agility : 29 (+0)

	Activation : Rune Words
Creation Efficiency : 1/18
	Senses : 18 (+0)

	Mana Pool : 50/50 (+2/20)
	Constitution : 30 (+4)

	Level 17 (+2)

		


Well, that was a shitty upgrade. He had wasted a level up for a measly extra two points of magic energy. His attacks would hit a little harder now, but probably not enough to notice.

One thing he hadn’t tried yet was to turn himself into a golem. He pressed the orb to his chest. Nothing happened. The screen said that his command method was verbal, so maybe he needed to say something. He quietly said, “Activate. Go. Create Rock Golem. Animate. Energize.” The other escapees started looking at him weirdly.

He decided to try something else. He touched the orb to his mace. It was solid metal, and he had heard of metal golems. Maybe he could make it float around attack on its own. To his surprise, something happened. The mace quickly turned into liquid and was sucked into the orb. Once the last of the metal mace disappeared, the orb started growing.

Within a few seconds, a small metal body had formed around the orb. It was a metal golem. A grin spread across Matteo’s face. He had figured it out. The only problem was that this guy was tiny. Only three inches tall.

Now Matteo understood the creation's efficiency. His mace had been four feet long and ten pounds. Now it was three inches tall and just over half a pound. The one eighteenth was a fraction. If he wanted a hundred and sixty pound golem, he would have to use two thousand eight hundred and eighty pounds of metal. That would be hard to find and insanely expensive. Hopefully, the core would work on other materials, as well as less expensive ones.

Until then, he had a three-inch golem at his command. He held his palm out flat and the golem stood up. That was nice. It meant that it could do basic things on its own.

“Do you have a name?” Matteo asked.

No response. That question had perhaps been too optimistic. Golems were typically more basic than that. They typically only possessed rudimentary intelligence.

“Take a step forward and punch the air,” Matteo said.

To his delight, the golem obeyed. Its cute little punch was adorable. It paused again and looked up at him for further instructions. He couldn’t do any more tests right now, not while they were still jogging towards the precinct. Without a weapon, he would have to stay in the back in the upcoming conflict. Speaking of which, he needed to make sure they were all on the same page.

“Hey guys,” Matteo whispered. When everyone was looking his way, he said, “We need to make sure and keep all the Wardens alive.”

One of the escapees scoffed at him.

“I’m serious. If we steal from them, they will be embarrassed and look for us for a while. If we kill any of them, they will hunt us down until every single one of us is dead,” Matteo said.

Jabari said, “He’s right, we can’t kill any of them. Don’t try and knock them out, just take their artifact and tie them up. In the middle of a war, they aren’t going to devote a lot of resources to finding random criminals. But if we become Warden killers, they will send the Umbra after us.”

Everyone nodded along. They might be hardened criminals, but their sense of self preservation would keep the Wardens alive.

Matteo sensed when they were close to the precinct. His bond with his artifact was growing stronger. They turned a corner and saw it. The precinct building was imposing, brutal architecture looming over the neighborhood. Ahmose gestured to the side and led them around to an alleyway behind the building.

“The back door there is supposed to be locked, but I think they keep it open. When they brought me in, I saw a recruit sneak in through this door so his commander wouldn’t see him come in late,” Ahmose said.

Dalia held up her mana potion bottle full of lock picks and said, “I will get us in that door either way.”

Ahmose nodded and said, “Once we are in, we want to head left and take the stairs down. If we are quiet enough, we can get to the vault without any of the Wardens seeing us. It might be possible today. If we see anyone, quiet takedowns, no killing. Then we hole up in the vault antechamber until we have our artifacts back. Dalia, how much time do you need?”

“At least ten minutes. Twenty minutes on the high end,” Dalia said.

Ahmose winced and said, “That’s a long time. All the more reason to keep things quiet. After we get our artifacts, we head out. Once we are outside, we split up. Everyone goes a different direction. Any questions?” When there were none, she said, “Let’s go.”

They crouched as one and hurried over to the door. It was open. Jabari carefully eased it open and slipped inside. Everyone quietly followed him. Matteo ended up last and softly shut the door behind him.

They crept through the hallways, on the lookout for the skeleton crew of Wardens. They made a few wrong turns and had to backtrack. Only a few of them had ever been in this building and then only once.

Jabari found the stairs and whispered, “Over here.”

“Who’s there?” a voice said.

A second later, a Warden came around the corner. He stood there in shock for a moment. It was a moment too long. Jabari whipped his spear around and swept the Warden’s feet out from under him. Before he hit the ground, a mace wielding escapee hit his chest and slammed him to the ground. A rubber duck fell from the Warden’s hand and bounced away.

The coordinated strikes were enough to incapacitate the Warden, but not enough to knock him out. He screamed out before Ahmose covered his mouth. They all froze for a moment to see if anyone had heard him.

“Karim? You ok?” a second voice called out from the front of the building.

Four of them took up positions along the hallway. They were setting up an ambush. Jabari motioned them towards the stairway and whispered, “No, we need to make our stand downstairs. Come on.”

Three of them picked up the struggling guard and kept him quiet. As a group, they darted down the stairs. There was a heavy door at the bottom of the stairs with a chair sitting just outside of it. Luckily, there wasn’t a Warden manning the station right now. Dalia dropped to her knees and started picking the lock.

“Ensign Karim? Where are you?” the other Warden called out. “Captain Heba, have you seen Ensign Karim?”

That meant there were at least two more Wardens in the building. Probably more. Matteo felt exposed here at the bottom of the stairs. He looked at his little golem buddy. Maybe he could send him out as a scout? That way they would have warning if one of the Wardens came this way. Then again, the golem might draw extra attention to the stairs leading down.

Dalia had the door open a few moments later. They hurried inside, bringing the struggling Warden with them. They were in the vault antechamber now. An enormous, hexagonal vault door was on the far side. Matteo thought it looked like several tons of solid metal. Maybe he could try to make a golem out of it after the vault was open.

Jabari fiddled with the antechamber door and said, “Dalia, the door won’t stay shut.”

Dalia was already standing in front of the vault door and holding her hands a few inches above the heavily runed surface. Without looking back, she said, “Figure it out yourself, moron.”

Jabari bristled and turned back to the door. Matteo walked over to help out. The door shut easily enough, but it swung open on its own when they let go. Jabari peered into the keyhole and frowned.

“Do you know what you are doing?” Matteo said.

“No, not a clue. I don’t have anything to work the lock even if I did,” Jabari said.

“Scooch over. I have an idea,” Matteo said.

He held up his golem to the keyhole and said, “Lock the door.”

The golem looked up at him and shrugged his shoulders. Apparently, that command was too complex for him.

“Stick your right arm in the door and move the parts that you can,” Matteo said.

To his delight, the golem happily walked across his hand and plunged his arm into the keyhole. It was just the right size. The golem moved the parts around within the locking mechanism. Soft clicks heralded his progress.

Matteo thought it was taking a while, but then he realized the problem. The golem didn’t know he was supposed to stop when the room was re-locked.

“Remove your arm, little buddy,” he said.

The golem complied and walked back to the center of his hand. He his featureless head towards Matteo, waiting for further instructions. They let go of the door and it stayed shut.

“Good job,” Matteo said, and patted his head. He noticed then that he had lost a few points of mana. There must be an upkeep cost for his golem. It was low enough that Matteo decided to keep the little guy active for now.

Jabari sighed and stood back up. He looked around the room. Dalia was still working on the vault door. A few of the others were talking to the Warden, trying to calm him down. They had tied a gag around his mouth, made from the sleeve of his own uniform. The warden kept squirming around, not wanting to give up, even though he was outmatched.

The rest of them stood there awkwardly. They had come here expecting a battle, and they got an incautious ensign. Not that anyone thought that this was over. The Wardens on the ground floor were looking for the guy they had here. They were going to keep looking until they found him. Hopefully, they would have their artifacts by then.

Matteo wandered over to the back of the room to watch Dalia work. She looked stressed. There were dozens of different runes lit up in three different colors. She had five mana soaked bits of metal, and she had stuck four of them into groves in the door.

“Do you need help?” Matteo said. She turned and gave him a glare. He hurried to say, “Not me, this guy is made of metal and I can get him to do whatever you want.”

She tilted her head and looked down at the golem in his hand. “Yeah, alright. Have him dip his hands in the mana potion and connect these two runes. Have him ready to disconnect on my command.”

Matteo dunked him in the mana potion and placed him up against the vault door. It was lucky that they had that potion. It was also despicable that the guards had one. The only way to create one was by breaking and dissolving a bound artifact. That always killed the bound. This little bottle was evidence of an execution.

With the help of Matteo’s golem, Dalia quickly ran through the six different unlocking sequences and disconnected the alarm. Ten minutes after they started, they had the door open. The Wardens hadn’t found them yet. Matteo and Dalia worked together to pull the enormous door open.

The vault room was huge, a long room full of wire shelving. There were numbered boxes on every shelf. He stepped over the lip of the room and walked inside. A peek into the nearest box showed a bloody knife. The next was a stack of papers. The following one was a broken vase, also covered in blood. It looked like the vault was full of the evidence of crimes. Matteo wasn’t quite sure why they would keep something like that. Maybe as blackmail material.

Finding anything in the huge room would be impossible without the ledger to tell you what was in each numbered box. Thankfully, he didn’t need it. By following the bond to his pen, Matteo walked directly to the box in the back of the room that held his artifact. He pulled the box down and he was delighted to find everything in there.

It had his dimensional bag, his clothes, and his pen. They even had bagged up the level twenty-five artifact he had been saving. That went back into the compartment in his forearm where it belonged. He stripped down and changed into his nice clothes. The others could probably see him, but he didn’t care. It would be easier to disappear into the city if he wasn’t wearing the threadbare prison clothing.

A few minutes later, he met the rest of the escapees at the front of the room. Some of them had changed like he had. They were still waiting for a few of them to get their artifacts. They had been watching the Warden. While he waited, Matteo traced out and applied an armor rune to himself. He was about to trace out an armor run for the others when he saw the glowing dots on his pen. That meant he had spells stored in there, but he had totally forgotten which ones.

He decided to experiment with his golem core while he waited. He pulled the core out of the little buddy and the metal dissolved into mana. He touched the core to the huge vault door and willed a golem into existence. It didn’t work. Disappointed, he tossed the core into his forearm storage.

“Let’s go,” Dalia said. She had just unlocked the antechamber door, and they all filed out. They left the Warden in the room.

Their good luck held. No one was walking through the corridor on the ground floor. They hurried through the building and out the back door. Dalia stopped suddenly as she exited the door. Matteo ran into her and looked up.

Oh. They hadn’t been lucky after all.

A dozen Wardens blocked off the alleyway in both directions. A man was hovering in the air ten feet above them. He was blazing with power, giving off a golden glow. This must be one of the city’s anchors, level fifty at least.


Book 2 Chapter 52: Drafted

“Drop your artifacts and surrender. I’m only going to ask once. There is a battle going on and I can’t waste time with you,” the golden man said. He was floating in the air with his arms crossed, the very definition of menacing.

A few of the escapees swore vehemently. They didn’t have a chance. The floating man was at least level fifty and the other Wardens around him were sure to be high leveled too.

Despite the impossible odds, Matteo saw a few escapees preparing to fight. They must prefer death over returning to jail. Either that or they were planning on using the others as human shields and escaping in the chaos. Lots of death either way.

Matteo stepped forward and said, “Draft us.”

“What?” the anchor said.

“We will come with you and fight on the wall for you. If we come and do that willingly, you set us free afterwards, time served. It’s the only way we are getting out of this without someone dying here.”

“Yeah, you lot are the ones dying. I’m an anchor.”

“The way I see it, you can return to the wall with an extra squad of capable bound, or you can return to the wall exhausted from a fight. From the sounds of things, you need all the help you can get.”

“I can’t set you free, that’s ridiculous.”

“No, it’s not. You said it yourself, you are an anchor. You can do whatever you want. And people are sentenced to fighting for the country all the time. Come on. You came here to solve a problem. You need to take care of escaped criminals and fight a battle with Thatcham. Why not solve two problems at once?” Matteo said. He had been talking with his hands and he dropped them now. It was up to the golden man now.

Everyone looked at the anchor expectantly, the criminals and the Wardens. Matteo had been telling the truth earlier, anchors could do almost anything they wanted. They were vital to the defense of the city, so if he said these nine people would go free after the battle, they would go free.

“Fine. I’ll put you on the front line. If you survive, you can go free. Don’t make me regret this, otherwise I will kill you and your families,” the anchor said.

He turned around and started floating away, fully confident that they couldn’t hurt him even with his back turned. He said, “Come on!” and they hurried to follow him. The Wardens nearby gave them foul looks, but said nothing.

The anchor, whose name Matteo still didn’t know, started flying faster. They had to jog to keep up. It didn’t take long before they started seeing signs of fighting. Flattened buildings and impromptu rescue crews dotted the city. The precinct building was already near the northern walls where Thatcham was attacking, so it didn’t take long to get to the army.

Despite the fact that the outer city wall shielded them from the battlefield, Matteo could tell the fighting was intense. Explosions sounded, the walls shook, the smell of blood was in the air. Magic attacks constantly pummeled the city’s magic shields. Green fireballs splashed across the surface, blue lasers bore deep into the shield. Huge boulders occasionally flew over the top of the wall.

The magic shield didn’t stop the boulders, but a bound soldier created green shields mid-air and deflected them backwards. The shields were temporary, only appearing for twenty seconds before disappearing. The bound could move them about, which meant they were a major force on the battlefield, defending a huge part of the wall by himself. The funny thing was that the shields looked more like walls, complete with crown molding.

Down at the bottom of the wall where they were, things weren’t as dramatic. The people down here were part of the army’s support system, and they were looking harried. The anchor floated over to a low building, one built with super thick walls and arrow slit windows. He flew inside and brought them to a robe wearing official.

“Bes. I got a new squad for you. Former Criminals. Bring them up to speed and put them on the front lines. Once the battle is completely over, bring them to me and we will get them a pardon for their crimes,” the anchor said.

Bes huffed and said, “You can’t expect me to…”

Without turning around, the anchor said, “Make it happen, Bes. I gotta report back to the Sisters.”

Matteo narrowed his eyes and watched the retreating anchor. He had a score to settle with the Sisters of Truth. They had sent the Umbra to kill his friends and imprison himself. Once this battle was over, he would investigate options for revenge.

Bes swore. “Hopefully, none of you are maniacs. It’s a shit show out there and it’s going to take everything you have to survive.”

“What happened out there? I thought there was this no-man's-land that was supposed to protect us from Thatcham,” Matteo said.

“You and me both. They set up a king’s ransom worth of mines and traps out there, a killing field strong enough to take out their army five times over,” Bes said and ran his hands through his hair. “But those degenerate cultists figured out a way to create kaiju. Ugly things, abominations in every sense of the word. They killed the kaiju and created a monster swarm. The monsters swarmed forward and set off every trap. Even that wasn’t enough, though. We built our defenses well. But they just created another wave. And another.”

He paused and looked towards the ceiling in the room. There was a glowing crystal there, and he squinted his eyes at it. “We are about ready. I’ll make the rest of this quick. Short version is that they sent their abomination kaiju in after the monster swarms, just walking through the buggers. On top of them, we got the full Thacham army. They are wielding dozens of relics. Not artifacts, relics. We think they stole some of them from us. Not important right now, though. The important thing is they have six relics that work together, soul stealers. It sucks up the souls of those that have died and converts them into an attack powerful enough to break through the city’s shields. I am teleporting you onto the back of a kaiju with a soul stealer on board. Your job will be to kill the bound and return with the relic.”

“Wait. Teleport?” Matteo said. He didn’t know they had a bound that could teleport other people.

“Yes, follow me,” Bes said and led them to the center of the room. “Stay inside the circle. Anything that pokes out will be cut off.”

Another worker walked up to Bes and handed him a three foot wide circle with straps on it, big enough to be worn as a backpack. He tossed it over to Matteo, but Jabari caught it before it reached him.

Bes shrugged. “That’s your only way back. It’s a compact ritual circle. Put the soul stealer artifact in the center and that will power it up for your return trip. Takes about thirty seconds. It’s your only way back, so keep it safe.”

“So you are just going to send us into the middle of the battlefield on the back of an enemy kaiju with no training?” Matteo said, shocked. “That’s ridiculous. My artifact would be much more useful on the wall. I have a few different long ranged options…”

Bes interrupted to say, “Too bad. I am sending you where you are needed. Come back with the soul stealer and we can talk about placement on the wall.” He took a few steps back and said, “Goodbye and good luck.”

Before Matteo could respond, the teleport started. The world shimmered and stuttered and then they were elsewhere. The teleport missed its destination. The nine of them fell through the air for thirty feet before landing on a hard surface.

They were on the tail of a kaiju, a scaled one of some sort. He looked up to see it looked like a three-headed dragon. No wonder Bes called them abominations. It was completely unlike anything the goddess Echidna normally created.

Matteo stood back up and looked around. They had landed very close to the edge of the tail, twenty feet to the left, and they would have rolled off and splatted on the ground. Actually… There were only eight of them now. It looked like one of them hadn’t made it. Ahmose, Jabari, and Dalia were still here, so it must have been someone he didn’t know.

He looked down at the ground, only about a hundred feet away because the tail was dragging on the ground. Matteo might have been able to survive a fall from that height, but there was no way the unknown guy did. The ground was roiling with monsters.

For as far as he could see, there were monsters covering every square inch of the ground. They screeched and yelled, all of them heading for the white walls in the distance. There were three separate species of monsters down there. Smoke beetles, light monkeys, and poison nematodes.

The monster swarms weren’t solely focused on the walls. Some of them were attacking the kaiju around them as well. The hundreds of nematodes burrowing into the kaiju they were riding meant that it would die within the month. That didn’t seem to matter to Thatcham. They were sacrificing everything to make this attack succeed. There were more than a dozen kaiju spread out and attacking the city, and only five kaiju defending it. The lifeless bodies of a boar kaiju and a panther kaiju showed that the defenders had already lost a few.

Matteo refocused on the kaiju they stood on. It had three heads, and he thought he could see the shapes of buildings atop each one. They had to figure out which one held the bound with the soul stealer relic. It would have been nice for Bes to tell them which head it was so they didn’t waste any time.

He shook his head and looked back at his new squad. They were coming to the same realizations he was. There was death everywhere. Their only chance was to get that relic and teleport back. A man was kneeling and looking out over the edge. He must have known the guy that died.

“Any of you lead a squad before?” Matteo asked. Everyone else shook their heads. “I have, and I’m fine with leading. Any of you have an objection to that?”

“I don’t know you. You are one of those new guys, only been here a month, right?” a woman said. She realized what she said and amended, “I mean there, in the hole.”

“Yes, I was totally innocent, and my artifact is super strong,” Matteo replied.

She chuckled. “Your tiny golem isn’t a strong artifact.”

Matteo shook his head. “No, I was talking about my other artifact.” He held up his pen and spun it between his fingers. “It can create some very impressive effects.”

She raised a single eyebrow and said, “Really?”

Jabari stepped in to say, “I know Matteo. He’s a good guy. Good fighter and he told me a story once about doing something similar to this.”

“You got teleported onto an enemy kaiju in the middle of battle?” the same woman said and rolled her eyes.

“Thrown, but yes. Something very similar. I’ll tell you all about it later, but the short version is I know what is going on. This is one of Thatcham’s new kaiju. It’s probably only been alive for a month. They have a new crew atop the heads, mostly mundanes. They have a few high leveled bound, but not a lot of low-level bound. So we can cut through most of their soldiers. We just gotta keep an eye out for their elites.”

The woman shrugged and said, “Whatever. Someone needs the job and I don’t want it. What’s the plan, fearless leader?”

“We got dropped as far away from our target as possible. That’s military precision for you. Let’s start jogging forward as we work on the plan,” Matteo said.

He took the lead and started heading up the monster’s tail. The other seven squad members filled behind him. He looked ahead and plotted out their route to the central head. That’s where he would be if he were an important VIP with a doomsday weapon. With their bound physiques, it would take them about half an hour of jogging to get there.

Matteo turned and addressed the group. “Let’s talk about artifacts. Jabari, you said you could mesmerize women. Ahmose, I know you said your artifact was an expanding net that can trap almost anything, right?”

Ahmose nodded and said, “Yep, that’s me. And forget what Jabari told you about his artifact. He was making it up. His real artifact is a whetstone. He makes things sharp. That’s it.”

“Don’t act like having perfectly sharp weapons isn’t amazing,” Jabari said with a huff.

“It is amazing, much better than your lie,” Matteo said. “The rest of you, let’s go over names and artifact magics.”

The woman that had doubted him spoke up first, “I’m Bast, I can eat anything. Rocks, metal, flying arrows, even energy attacks.” She elbowed the man jogging near her.

He said, “I’m Aido. My power isn’t as impressive. I can melt metal without making it hot.”

Matteo pointed at Dalia.

“Dalia. I can create copies of small stuff. Best counterfeiter you have ever heard of. The copies last a while too, three days.”

The guy next to him said, “I’m invincible when I am standing still. If I move, I lose it, but standing still, no one can touch me. Oh, and my name’s Eman.”

The final woman held up a two foot wide disc and said, “Ramla. I can control this. My range is about fifty feet.” She sent it spinning in a quick circle around herself to demonstrate.

“Thanks everyone. My name is Matteo. My original artifact is a rune pen, and I can create a wide variety of magical effects: fireballs, waterjets, light lances, and others. Some of them take all of my mana, but they are very strong. Give me a second to think of a plan,” Matteo said.

Their artifacts sucked. There was no better way to say it. No wonder they had all been caught by the Wardens in the first place. Out of the eight of them, he was the only one that should be out here in battle. The chances of them all returning alive were slim.

That’s not to say they were useless. Every artifact could be a game changer in the right situation. He just had to engineer the right situation.


Book 2 Chapter 53: Preparing the Right Situation

Matteo took off his dimensional bag and flipped open the cover. Their squad was far too weak to take on an organized army. Hopefully, he will be able to do something about that. He pulled out the bag of artifacts he had collected killing monsters in the Eclipse Citadel. He had a wide variety of artifacts of different magic colors. Most of them were about level ten. He wished they were stronger, but he had to work with what he had.

“How many of you are below level ten?” Matteo said.

“Don’t you know it’s rude to ask a lady her level?” Bast asked with a smile.

Matteo gestured to the pile of artifacts he had sorted. They lay in a neat row atop the kaiju scale. He said, “I am offering free level ups. These will work on anyone below level ten.”

“Seven! I’m level seven,” Bast said quickly.

The rest of the squad quickly chimed in with their levels. Only Jabari and Dalia were over level ten. The remaining five squad members could take advantage of the artifacts he had collected. It hurt a bit to pass up on the dozens of stater, but he had to be alive to spend his money. Letting them use the artifacts to level up would help keep him alive.

Bast was able to use two orange artifacts for level ups. Aido got three. Ahmose leveled up once and Eman twice. Ramla was the biggest winner. She got four level ups. Matteo decided to give himself a few level ups as well.

He started with the level twenty-five artifact he had been saving. No point in saving it now.

	Toy Snake of Terror (Green Magic 25)

	Artifact absorbed. Choose one to level up.

	Pen
	Body

		


Terror? That was an interesting modifier. It sounded like a mental effect, which was very rare. Too bad he had just absorbed it and no one would ever be able to use it. The decision of pen or body was an easy one this time. The upcoming battle would be decided at a distance. If his physical stats came into play, he was already dead. He chose pen and read over the options.

	Choose one facet to upgrade

	Affinity : 79% ---

	Magic Energy : 20 >>> 24 

	Flexibility : Medium ---

	Activation : Rune Words >>> Emotions

	Mana Pool : 50 >>> 62



He had to stop and stare at the options for a moment. He already knew which option he was going to take, the mana pool one. But the activation option was bizarre. Instead of writing out Rune Words, he could create spells with his emotions? How would that work?

He would probably never find out. He chose the flat upgrade to the mana pool and moved on. The next two artifacts he had prepared were red artifacts to upgrade his golem core. He absorbed the first artifact, a small red bucket. His magic sight let him estimate it was about level eight. He mentally willed the bucket into non-existence. A disembodied voice talked to him.

Artifact absorbed. Will you upgrade your golem core or your body?

It was so strange to be able to absorb red magic artifacts. It opened up a whole new world to him. Naturally, he chose to upgrade his core and said so out loud. Sadly, he couldn’t choose what facet of his core to upgrade, it randomly assigned itself. That was the downside to having his core bonded to his physical body instead of the much better interface for artificial life forms. He went ahead and absorbed the next artifact as well, upgrading his core a second time.

Excitedly, Matteo opened up his screen to review the changes.

	Rune Scribe Pen Bond with Matteo Del Fante
Elemental Golem Core Bond with Matteo Del Fante

	Affinity : 79%
Affinity : 56%
	Green Aptitude : 66%
Red Aptitude : 72 %

	Magic Energy : 20 (+12)
	Strength : 15 (+5)

	Flexibility : Medium
Command Method: Verbal 
	Agility : 29 (+0)

	Activation : Rune Words
Creation Efficiency : 1/12
	Senses : 18 (+0)

	Mana Pool : 52/64 (+20/20)
	Constitution : 30 (+4)

	Level 18 (+4)

		


It looked like his affinity with the elemental golem core went up, which was disappointing. He should be able to use his artifact more intuitively now, but experience had taught him that the effect was negligible. The other change was much more exciting. His creation efficiency had improved. Instead of one eighteenth18, it was now one twelfth. Perfect. That meant his little golem buddy would be bigger when he created him next. He glanced around at the rest of the group.

Dalia had watched the process impassively, but Jabari had a scowl on his face and huffed in annoyance every so often. Matteo did his best to ignore him. He had everyone spread out a bit and test out their new level ups and get used to the changes. While they were working, he walked around and talked to them individually.

“Dalia, can you use your artifact to copy Ramla’s disk? I want to see if she can control them both,” Matteo said.

It was a long shot, but worth trying. If they were going to make it through this, he would have to get creative. Matteo had stopped the squad in the middle of the abomination kaiju to test these ideas out. They needed to hurry so they could save lives, but they needed a strategy that wouldn’t get them killed.

While the women worked on that, Matteo turned to Aido and said, “You can melt metal, right? What’s your range on that?”

Aido shrugged, “Far, I guess? I haven’t really tested the limits. I lived my life in Carcassonne. You can’t see too far as a gutter thug.”

Matteo pointed to the center of the kaiju's three heads and said, “There are three metal buildings on the top of that head. Can you melt them?”

Aido squinted and said, “There're buildings up there? You can see that far?”

Evidently, he hadn’t been able to upgrade his senses yet. That idea was a dud. “Alright, how about if there are a bunch of people running at us with swords, can you melt all of them before they get to us?”

“Yeah, probably. Depends on how many there are, obviously,” Aido said.

“How about metal armor? Can you melt it a bit and have it re-solidify and trap them within their armor?” Matteo suggested.

Aido tilted his head and said, “I bet I could. As soon as I’m not looking at it, the metal turns solid.”

“Ok, good. You will be our main defense against their mundane forces. As soon as you see metal armor, melt it and freeze them in place. Only worry about weapons if they get close enough to us,” Matteo said and patted him on the shoulder.

Aido nodded and Matteo walked over to the next squad member.

“Ahmose. How big can your net get?” Matteo said.

“About twenty feet. Once it hits its target, it shrinks to as small as possible. Since it’s an artifact, no one can get out. Usually doesn't kill though,” she replied.

“Perfect. I was thinking of putting you on VIP duty. When you see someone that seems competent with their artifact, hit them with the net. Try to hit more than one person at a time. A group of bound soldiers would be ideal. Wrapping them up with other mundanes would work, too. They’ll try not to kill their own men,” he said.

Matteo moved on to his next squad member. Before he said anything, he saw something wonderful. Four identical discs were orbiting Ramla. Duplicating her artifact had worked. Things were looking up.

“Jabari. I was thinking you could sharpen all of our weapons, starting with the discs Dalia made for Ramla,” Matteo said. When Jabari nodded, Matteo continued, “Do you have any other ideas on how your spell would work? Can you sharpen other people’s spells, for example?”

“Sometimes. I can’t sharpen a fireball, but I knew a gal that summoned energy darts that my whetstone worked on,” Jabari said.

“Ok, go ahead and sharpen everything, and I will have you test your power on a few of my spells later.”

Eman walked up to Matteo then and said, “I forgot to mention earlier. I can make myself invincible for hours, but I can make other things invincible for like a minute.”

“That’s perfect. I’m going to have you as the vanguard of our formation. Whenever we engage, I want you to stop and hold your arms out,” Matteo said. He spoke louder and said, “I’ll pair you with Bast if that’s alright with you both. Bast can eat anything that slips past Eman.”

“I’m fine with that,” Bast said, “But what exactly is your plan? We aren’t exactly soldier material here.”

“We can be. Soldiers have nothing on a well-prepared group of bound,” Matteo said. He raised his voice so everyone could hear, “I think the best plan is to have them come to us. I can set up some defenses for us here. We will wait until right after they use the soul stealer relic, and attack then. That way we know which head it’s on and their relic will still be recharging. I will use my biggest attack to hit the middle of their complex. If we are lucky, that will kill them and leave the relic free for the taking.

“Assuming they survive, they will send a platoon down to kill us. Which is exactly what we want. Our artifacts are perfect for defending. Eman will stand at the front of our defenses, right where they can see him. Bast will stand behind him and eat any attack that would still get to us, like a fireball or acid splash.

“Aido will focus on anyone armored up. He can trap them in their plate armor. Ahmose will save her net for the strongest bound they send after us. Jabari and Dalia will watch our back in case they try and flank us. You can use duplicated sharp spears for ranged attacks. Ramla, I want you to leave your discs on the ground right at the edge of your range, hide them under a scale. After the platoon has engaged with us, I want you to attack them from behind.

“Most of my mana will be used with the initial attack, but as it refills, I will focus on ranged attacks,” Matteo said and paused. “That’s what I came up with, but I would love to hear if you have some suggestions.”

“What kind of defenses can you create? Anything I can make sharper?” Jabari said.

Matteo snapped his fingers and said, “Yes, great idea.”

He traced out a crystal fence rune and placed it so the top angled forward at a severe angle. The tips of the crystal fence were pointed, so Jabari’s artifact should work on it. The man proved him right a moment later. The tips of the crystals sparkled evilly now.

“Anyone else have an idea?” Matteo said.

“You got any more artifacts in that bag of yours? We are still pretty low leveled to take on an army,” Ahmose said.

“No more artifacts we can use, but you reminded me of something else,” Matteo said. He reached into his bag and pulled out his armor set. He had forgotten entirely about it. “Dalia, can you make us all copies?”

“I can make a few copies, but I will run out of mana before everyone is armored up,” she said. “That will also mean I won’t be able to create any more weapons.”

“Focus on the armor. Keeping us alive will be priority number one. I don’t mind running away to fight another day,” Matteo said.

“Where are you going to run to?” Jabari said and gestured to the side. “If you haven’t noticed yet, we are on an enemy kaiju in a sea of monsters.”

“A few more spears won’t make the difference in this battle, it’s all about the mana. And we all need to be alive to use it. Speaking of which, Dalia, can I have the mana potion you got there?” Matteo said.

Dalia put her hand on the small pouch at her side. “Why should you get the mana potion? The rest of us have artifacts too, you know. Plus, this thing is worth two hundred stater if we get out of here alive.”

“Tell you what. You watch my first attack. If it doesn’t outshine your wildest expectations, you can keep the potion,” Matteo said.

Dalia crossed her arms and nodded in agreement. Matteo had them back up and created an impromptu fortress for them. He used a pair of crystal fences to make a triangle that met at the top. The fence Jabari had sharpened served as their front defenses. He could have made a more impressive fortress with more runes, but he was saving his mana for the big one.

Now that he had an expanded mana pool, he could start out the fight with his favorite rune. Oil-fireball-wind-magnify would create a fireball of epic proportions. The crab kaiju he had used it on last was blinded when this thing hit it. The three-headed dragon was about half the size that crab had been. That gave him hope that this fireball might be able to seriously hurt the abomination kaiju.

Even with his twenty-nine agility, tracing out the rune word still took some time. A minute and fifty-five mana later, he had the super fireball ready. He turned to the rest of his squad and said, “Get ready. As soon as the soul stealer relic fires, I will attack.”


Book 2 Chapter 54: A Slight Miscalculation

The Thatcham relic was terrifying in action. When enough people and monsters had died, the relic activated. It sucked up the nearby souls, which were briefly visible in green as they shot upwards towards the soul stealer relic. As Matteo had guessed, the relic bound was on the center head of the three headed kaiju. About ten seconds after the souls were collected, the artifact fired. It flew in a long arc through the air. It burst through the city’s magic shield and through a variety of bound defenses to land on the city below.

Matteo had been holding his super fireball rune word for a short while. Now that their biggest weapon was recharging, he felt ready to attack. He carefully aimed and shot the fireball at the military emplacement atop the center head. The fireball materialized at the tip of his pen and rocketed upwards. It grew larger and larger as it flew, like a comet in reverse. The enormous fireball hit the three buildings dead center. It was so big that it engulfed the entire base and half of the kaiju’s head.

The sound of the impact hit them a second later with a loud thump. Matteo smiled as the rest of the squad swore loudly in shock. Bast took a few steps back and looked at him in fear. Dalia took out her mana potion and handed it to Matteo without a word. She knew now that he could get more use out of it than she ever would.

When the smoke cleared, the kaiju wasn’t looking good. The impact had stripped the scales off its head and was down to the bone in some areas. A deep red blood started seeping out from under the charcoaled skin. Of the three buildings, only one remained. Unfortunately for them, it was pristine.

A magical dome had manifested around the center metal building, shimmering hexagons making up the shield. It was a strong one. Anything that could withstand his fireball had to be. The shield winked out and a trio of bound flew out the front door and swooped down towards Matteo’s squad.

Each flying bound was using a different method to obtain flight. One had enormous black wings of tar. Another stood atop a large floor tile. The third wore a cape and flew forward under his own power.

Matteo checked his mana. It was low, only twelve points out of a possible eighty-four. Still, that was enough for one of his favorite new runes. Illuminate jet. He traced out the laser-like rune and pointed his pen at the guy with the cape. He seemed the most mobile and someone he didn’t want anywhere near his squad.

The bright beam of light pierced the sky and drilled into the caped soldier. The bound immediately spun away, but Matteo had the dexterity to keep the cutting light trained on him. While he attacked that one, the other two flying bound scattered to the sides.

Without looking away from his target, Matteo said, “Keep track of those two, Ahmose.”

“You got it,” she said smartly.

Matteo ended up using his entire spell on the caped soldier. The cutting light could cut down a six foot wide tree with ease, but it had trouble with this guy. His constitution was sky high. When the spell cut out and the man was still in the air, Matteo was shocked. Then the bound plummeted down to splat on the kaiju’s scales.

One out of three down and he was out of mana. He chugged the mana potion. While he waited for it to work, he looked at the four stored rune word spells on his pen. He didn’t know which ones were on there. It had been over a month since he’d traced them out.

“Watch out! Tile guy is attacking,” Ahmose said.

They looked up to see that the guy who had been riding the floor tile was heading their way from the left. His artifact was spitting out copies of itself. Dozens of spinning tiles were heading their way. One had already broken through the crystal wall behind him, nicking Dalia in the side. She was laying in a pool of her own blood while Jabari worked to bind up her wounds.

Matteo took a chance and fired one of the stored rune words at the tile guy. A tornado started slowly forming around the man. It was a good attack rune, but it would take too long. The flying tiles would hit Matteo's squad long before the tornado had built up enough power to kill the flying soldier.

“Eman!” Matteo yelled. “Make this wall invincible!”

Eman reached over and touched the crystal fence protecting their left side. He was a half second too slow. The leading tile spun through the crystal fence and decapitated Jabari. Eman's artifact kicked in an instant later and the rest of the attack shattered on the temporarily invincible wall.

Ahmose shrieked in terror and anguish, running to Jabari’s body. Matteo wanted to comfort her, but he didn’t have the time. The tar winged soldier was still out there. He was assuming that the tornado had taken care of the tile guy by now.

The tar winged soldier was keeping his distance for now. He was flinging bits of tar at their shelter. His aim wasn’t that great. Only one in three of them hit their target. The tar didn’t seem to be doing anything yet. Matteo assumed the soldier had plans to light it on fire soon.

That wouldn’t be a problem for them. The crystal walls were obviously fireproof and thick enough that heat transfer wasn’t a danger. Still, it gave him a wonderful idea. One of the first runes he had learned was the simple fireball. He had gained enough mana by now to trace one out.

The flying soldier paused briefly in midair as it flipped its wings to attack. Matteo timed his fireball for that brief moment when he knew exactly where he would be. The fireball hit him directly in the chest and lit his wings on fire. The resulting conflagration was impressive. His tar was very flammable.

Matteo’s heart dropped when he saw that the soldier was still in the air. Hit with a fireball and lit on fire, but the man was still going. His constitution must be his highest stat. The soldier started making a controlled descent. It looked like the fire was outpacing his ability to create more tar.

The wings stopped being able to support him when he was still forty feet above the ground. He plummeted to the ground. He landed on three points and slowly stood back up. The fire was out now, and his uniform hung off him in scraps. The skin underneath was unblemished.

The soldier started running towards them. Matteo started to freak out. If the fireball wouldn’t hurt the man, Matteo’s other spells wouldn’t work either. He glanced back at his squad frantically. Could any of them help? Yes! Ahmose’s net would be perfect for this. The super soldier wouldn’t be able to attack if he was bound up.

Ahmose was kneeling next to Jabari’s headless body, weeping. Matteo ran back to her as he yelled, “Ahmose! We need your net.”

She slowly looked up at him, but didn’t seem to see him. She was in shock. Matteo’s heart fell as he realized she wouldn’t be useful for a while. His eyes fell on the spear Jabari had been holding. It was a nice spear, sharpened by magic.

Matteo reached down and took the spear. He sprinted to the front of their crystal shelter and threw the spear at the approaching soldier. The man gave it a contemptuous look and held up a single hand to block it.

The spearhead pierced the soldier’s hand and went all the way through it. The momentum wasn’t enough to keep going, so it quickly fell out of his hand. The tough soldier slid to a stop and looked at his heavily bleeding hand in shock. Matteo smiled. That spear throw hadn’t killed him, but it showed his vulnerability.

He picked up the mace Jabari had sharpened for him and ran out of the shelter on a collision course with the tar soldier. The man saw him coming and stepped back into a combat stance. Thin tendrils of tar poked out of his back.

Matteo ran at him with his mace raised. At the last second, he dropped to his knees in a slide and swung the mace sideways. The soldier was knocked off his feet as Matteo jumped back to his. Another swing of the mace hit the man’s forehead and split his head wide open. A splash of blood painted his greaves.

A glance at the skies showed that they were safe for now. The tornado was just finishing up and a lifeless body fell to the ground. Matteo took a deep, shuddering breath. That had been close. He needed to get Ahmose out of her shock so she could actually use her net next time.

He walked back to the crystal shelter and pulled Ramla aside. He said, “We need to treat Ahmose for shock. Get her on her back and elevate her legs. Talk to her and try to get her back to the present. Take your time. I will tell you when they are close.”

When she walked off, Matteo turned to Dalia. She was lying in a large pool of blood, but Aido had started to bandage her up. He was glad he had thought to take out his first aid supplies from his dimensional bag. Matteo turned his attention back to the three-headed dragon. The central head was only just now realizing it had been hit. The other two heads were still facing forward, slowly spewing out puffs of fire and ice.

The soldiers atop those heads were faster to respond. On the far right head, there was already a platoon making its way down to them. Matteo checked his mana. It was just over sixty points right now. Perfect.

He traced out a tornado and pointed it into the distance. He narrowed his eyes. He wasn’t quite sure if it would reach that far. He hadn’t tested the tornado spell with that great of a distance. He decided to go for it, anyway. While the mana potion was working its way through his veins, he could afford to experiment.

He traced out wind-magnify-rebalance and sent the spell out towards the platoon, climbing down the neck. To his delight, the spell made it all the way to the group of soldiers before it activated. His aim had been a little off, and only half of the platoon had been sucked up into the vortex. Still, that was a fantastic result.

While he waited for his mana pool to fill up again, Matteo pointed his pen at the surviving half and activated one of the stored runes. He was fairly sure that all the rune words stored in the pen had been attack spells.

He was proven wrong immediately. This rune word was one of the experiments he had done after learning all about rune structure on the crocodile kaiju. Made up of a modified crystal-rebalance-rearrange, this rune word created hundreds of foot long crystals in the air around him. They created a mesmerizing display of spinning and moving crystals.

Since the non-combat spell ruined his sight lines, Matteo had to run to the side and try again. He decided to empty out his stored rune words. Even if this next one didn’t do what he expected, he would be freeing up a storage space for rune words he actually wanted to use.

This rune word turned out to be another one of his experiments. He cursed past-Matteo. That moron should have just tested out the rune words he made and stored useful spells in the pen. He didn’t even remember what rune words made up this spell. The result had something to do with water, but that was all that he was sure of.

A dozen blobs of water shot from the tip of his pen and shot forward. The blobs of water started growing and growing, hitting fifteen feet wide each. After they traveled half of the way to his target, the blobs of water burst into a mist. Useless.

Frustrated, Matteo immediately activated the final stored rune. It turned out to be one he knew. A beam of light speared out, the targeting light for the crystal spear. He was barely able to get the light on target before a huge crystal spear appeared and shot across the distance. The impact was strong enough to pierce the dragon’s scales and lodge itself deep into its neck.

The area of effect for this one was smaller than the tornado, so this spell only killed a third of the remaining platoon. Still, that made the upcoming fight that much easier.

Now that his pen was empty again, he set about filling it up with spells he wanted. The first rune word he stored would be the last one he used. The crystal spear spell would be good for that position. It was decently strong and able to be deployed at medium range.

The mana potion had been filling him up while he ran around, so he didn’t have to wait long to have enough mana to trace out another rune word. This time, he chose a tornado. It was his go-to spell for large groups of weak enemies.

Matteo glanced at the soldiers on the other two heads to see what rune words he would need next. The group on the right head had taken their time to get their counterattack ready. They were marching down the head with full armor and enormous kite shields. They looked heavy enough that a tornado wouldn’t take out all of them. A super fireball would be best for these guys.

He glanced to his mana pool to see how long he had to wait. It was at thirty now, so maybe another sixty seconds until he hit fifty-five. While he waited, he walked back to the crystal shelter. Eman and Bast stood at the front of the shelter where Matteo had assigned them. As he walked closer, both of them flinched back.

“Who are you?” Bast said.

Matteo chuckled humorlessly. “Someone lucky enough to have a useful artifact, but unlucky enough to have to use it.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Matteo saw a flash of green. He turned his head to see the soul stealer relic pulling in souls. The soldiers he had just killed were enough to charge up the weapon. And he knew right where it was going to target next.


Book 2 Chapter 55: Desperation Tactics

Matteo’s mind was racing. He had about ten seconds before the soul stealer relic fired on their position. The magic shields Carcassonne had were the best, but these attacks could pass right through them. The other shield artifacts the anchors employed were useless against the attacks as well. There was nothing Matteo could do to block the attack he knew was coming.

He couldn’t run, either,  couldn’t even get to the edge of the kaiju in the next nine seconds. He clenched and unclenched his hands. There was nothing he could do!

With seven seconds left, he realized he had to try. He had two rune words stored. He might as well use them and go down in a blaze of glory. He sent the tornado rune word first, centering it on the only building left on the central head. The wind slowly picked up, spinning faster and faster. When there were only two seconds left, a shield popped up and covered the building.

The shimmering hexagonal shield was the same one that saved the command building from Matteo’s super fireball. His tornado rune word was certainly weaker than that spell had been. The shield would hold.

Matteo lined up his pen one last time, ready to use his final rune word. He hesitated for a moment. Two seconds had passed. The soul stealer relic could have already fired by now. A blob of green energy should already be arcing through the air at them, but wasn’t.

Were they not able to shoot through their own shield?

That seemed unlikely since they could shoot through the shields of the city. They had to be waiting for a different reason. The tornado hit its full stride and blocked his view of the hexagon dome shield.

That was it. They couldn’t see where they were aiming. Until the tornado spell ended, they would be blind.

“Run! We have fifteen seconds! Go, go, go!” Matteo screamed as he ran.

He didn’t look back as he ran and threw up crystal fences. He made sure to place a few to the left and right of their shelter. When the tornado spell was about to end, Matteo slid to a stop next to the furthest fence. The others were right behind him, with Aido carrying Dalia. It was impressive that they had been able to get this far away from their shelter. The squad may be low leveled, but their body stats were well developed.

“Duck down,” Matteo said, as he followed his own advice.

He traced out and threw up a force trap between them and the shelter. A crystal fence was thick, but probably wouldn’t be thick enough. If he was right about this, the force of the explosion would be countered by the force trap. After a half second of thought, he added a crystal fence behind the force trap, just in case.

All of this had happened in the span of a few seconds, but the tornado should be completely gone by now. Where was the boom? Did the relic bound not want to hurt the kaiju he was on? That would be too good to be true.

He peeked his head out around the crystal fence and looked up to the middle head. It was turning slowly, but enough to be noticeable. The shield was down and little dots were walking out of the building. A bright green ball shot out from the group and arced down at them. They were attacking after all, they just had to get a good angle on things.

Matteo knew he might die from the upcoming blast, even with his preparations. He pointed his pen at the tiny form atop the kaiju head. He aimed and loosed his enormous crystal spear. He knew the shield would probably pop up and save them again. He still wanted to rage against the Thatcham soldiers in case he died here.

He didn’t wait to see if the enormous crystal spear hit, instead he yelled, “Get down,” and followed his own advice. The explosion felt like it was a few feet away. A cacophony of sound and pressure washed over him. Pieces of crystal shrapnel hit his head and shoulder. His helmet protected his head, but his right shoulder gained a huge gash right where flesh met metal. His arm was immediately unresponsive.

Matteo cried out in pain and laughed at the same time. He had survived. The relic bound hadn’t realized they had moved and just blew a hole in the kaiju he was standing atop. This was better than he could have hoped for. He rolled to his good side and slowly sat up. His neck hadn’t been protected by armor and it was burnt. His shoulder was bleeding heavily. He needed a health potion if he wanted to keep the life that had just been spared.

The dimensional bag’s strap had been shorn off, and the bag had been flung away. He saw it about fifty feet away, lodged up against the edge of a scale. Matteo groaned and stumbled to his feet. The rest of the squad was groaning and starting to move. That was good news. He discovered that his leg had been hit, too. He limped over to the bag.

The flap had been blown open and the metal opening had been damaged. Blue puffs of mana were intermittently jetting out of the runes. He stopped a few feet away, worried that the storage spaces might be collapsing.

A few seconds passed, and it didn’t explode. He hurriedly touched the second storage slot and pulled out his box of healing potions. He had left all of his bandages and other first aid supplies on the floor of their first shelter. These three potions were all that he had left. He immediately popped the cork of the first one and downed half the bottle. The rest he poured on his shoulder and leg. It wasn’t enough to fully heal him, but he wasn’t going to use another potion on himself.

He left the bag where it was and slowly limped over to his squad. They were a sorry-looking bunch. Bast was standing behind a naked Eman. His invincibility artifact had saved the two of them but hadn’t saved his clothes. Aido was atop Dalia, having protected her from the blast. It had cost him; he was heavily bleeding. It was bad enough that Matteo expected him to die at any point.

Ahmose was in a similar shape. Blood was squirting out from an open artery in her neck. Ramla had lost her foot and half an arm. Both were pouring blood. The two health potions he had left weren’t enough to ensure any one of them would survive, let alone all three. He had to triage them.

Aido was the least injured of the three, so he got a potion. Matteo thrust one into Bast’s hands and said, “Save Aido.”

He then turned to Ahmose. She was just as injured as Ramla, but Matteo had to choose one of them. He chose Ahmose. He poured half of the potion down her throat and the rest on her neck. She was having trouble breathing, but she was breathing.

Matteo turned back to Ramla with the thought that he might be able to save her with a few tourniquets. Lifeless eyes stared back at him. He winced back. His stomach started hurting, and he knew it wasn’t from the explosion. Self loathing washed over him.

The worst part wasn’t that he just let someone die. The worst part was that if he had to do it again, he wouldn’t change a thing. Tears ran down his face, but they felt hypocritical.

He shook his head and gently set Ramla down. She would either survive or not. It was up to Ma’at now. He stood up and looked around. To his left was an enormous crater. It wasn’t as deep as he had initially expected. Dragon scale was tough, even against a relic. It was still bleeding enough that the kaiju wouldn’t survive the week.

He glanced up at the trio of heads. The soldiers on the left head had retreated up to their fortifications on top of the head. The soldiers on the right head were still marching down this way. The center head was slowly falling forward. Against all odds, his crystal spear had dug straight into the kaiju’s brain. He didn’t know if any of the soldiers were hit with the attack, but the metal building had collapsed.

It was too far away to see clearly, but Matteo felt his hope rising. If the shield had gone up in time, it would have protected that building. He quickly squashed that hope and turned back to the marching troops. They would have to survive a whole platoon before he could think about looting the soul stealer relic.

First things first, he needed to trace out a rune word. He checked his mana to see if he had enough for his super fireball.

He didn’t.

With only sixteen mana, he couldn't trace out any of his rune words. The mana potion must have run out right after he traced out the crystal spear. He had enough mana for five to six regular runes, that was it. He looked at his surviving squad.

Ramla and Jabari were dead. Ahmose, Dalia, and Aido were severely injured. Eman was tying scraps of clothing around his waist. Bast was the only one actually ready for combat. They had lost all but one spear in the blast.

A loud crack sounded behind him. He turned to see that his dimensional bag had shattered. Its contents were strewn about the kaiju’s scales. His hammock stand was bent and broken, his boxes of clothing split open and blowing away. Trail food and survival equipment was spread out in a wide radius. Matteo turned away from the mess.

The platoon of Thatcham soldiers would come into bow range soon. Matteo had to figure out a plan before then. He had a feeling that whatever he came up with wouldn’t be enough. He had to try anyway. First thing was to figure out if any of the injured were going to be useful.

He walked over to the closest group. Aido had his head in Bast’s lap. She looked up at him with a scared expression. She said, “I couldn’t heal him all the way. Do you have another potion?”

“No, we used them all,” Matteo said.

“I can’t feel my legs and I got a huge headache,” Aido said. “It hurts to talk. Am I going to make it?”

“Don’t worry, buddy. We’ll get the best healers in Carcassonne when we return with the relic,” Matteo said. He patted him on the shoulder and his hand came away bloody.

Matteo looked over at Dalia and said, “How are you doing over there? Still with us?”

“Yeah,” she croaked out. “But I call the healer first when we get back.” She hadn’t moved much as she said that. Her eyes were still closed and her hands were resting atop her bandage.

“Don’t worry, there will be healers and stater for all of us. We are going to be heroes,” Matteo said. Everyone knew he was lying, but they went along with the fiction.

Ahmose was mostly healed. She was still very pale, but she had sat up and was fingering her net. That was one bit of good news. Matteo motioned her and Eman to come closer to the injured. Once they were all grouped up, he used two points of mana to create an angled crystal fence covering them all.

“What’s the plan, boss?” Eman said, trying to interject optimism into his voice.

Matteo nodded and said, “Good question. I have an idea that just might keep us all alive. We will all have to work together, but…”

The sound of arrows plinking off the crystal fence interrupted him. Everyone flinched at the sound. The platoon was in range now.

“As I was saying, we can do this,” Matteo said and knelt down.

A deep thump sounded and purple fire played across their shelter. It blazed through the crystal from left to right. If any of them had been standing, they would have been burnt to a crisp. As it was, each of them got hit with drops of molten crystal. Matteo screamed as he fell back and clutched his face. One of the drops had hit his left eye, and it was burning into his socket.
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Matteo writhed in pain. The bit of molten crystal had just popped his left eye. He wasn’t going to die, so he needed to focus on the approaching platoon of soldiers. He couldn’t do it. The pain was overwhelming.

“Stop squirming!” Eman yelled and held him down. Bast reached in and plucked the still hot bit of crystal out of his eye.

The pain lessened slightly now that he wasn’t actively burning anymore. It was still there, threatening to turn him insane, but he could ignore it.

“Don’t worry, Matteo. I’ll get him,” Ahmose said.

Matteo shoved them off of him and said, “No! Wait.” He grabbed her net and pulled her over to Dalia. “Have her copy as many as she can.”

Dalia cracked her eyes open when the net landed on her stomach. She croaked out something unintelligible and created a copy of the artifact. Immediately after, she passed out. At least that’s what Matteo hoped had happened.

He tapped Ahmose on the shoulder and said, “Go left, wait for Eman.”

Eman caught on and stepped out from behind the half melted crystal fence. He yelled out, “Missed me!” and danced to the side. Matteo shook his head at the antics.

As soon as the flame attack came his way, Eman stood still and took it. Ahmose whipped a net around the left edge of their cover. The flames cut out. To Matteo’s surprise, the wrapped up soldier was pulled all the way over to Ahmose’s feet. She didn’t tell him she could do that. He ignored the omission and went on to the next phase of the plan.

“Aido, you’re up. Go!” Matteo shouted.

Bast helped Aido sit up, and he pointed his candle artifact at the soldiers running their way. While Matteo had been writhing on the ground, they had gotten very close. Aido’s artifact melted the metal shields of everyone in the front line. The liquid metal splashed across them and solidified an instant later. The majority of the line was now wrapped in a connected piece of metal. They fell to the ground and caused the line behind them to trip over them.

The third row was able to stop in time, but that made them perfect targets for Aido’s artifact once more. He started on the right side and liquified their breastplates and pauldrons together. This group of soldiers was much more heavily armored than the ones Matteo had encountered before. It was a stroke of luck.

Their fortune turned when another volley of arrows came their way.

“Aido, get down!” Matteo yelled.

“Two seconds,” Aido said and continued to melt the armor of the soldiers he could see.

Matteo grumbled and threw another crystal fence in front of the first. It appeared just in time to stop the rain of arrows. Aido flinched back in surprise, then turned to Matteo and said, “Thanks.”

That last crystal fence left him with eight points of mana. Not much. He could probably take out most of the mundanes with a dozen fireballs, but he didn’t have the mana for it. He flipped open the cover on his forearm. The list of all the runes he knew was scratched into the metal there. He had been hoping he had forgotten about the perfect weapon for this situation. No such luck.

He tilted his head. Maybe he would have to make his own rune. There wasn’t time to consider if this was a good plan or not. He just went for it. Three mana disappeared into the new rune. Before he could put it into action, Aido coughed up blood.

Matteo looked back to see if he could help. To his surprise, a sword tip was sticking out of Aido's chest. There was another bound. He jumped up to help Aido and bumped into something. A slight haziness revealed a form that quickly disappeared. Matteo swiped his hands through the air, but they hit nothing.

“They got an invisible bound. Watch yourself,” Matteo yelled.

As the main source of damage in the squad, the assassin would probably be after him next. He backed up to the crystal fence. The unseen assassin probably expected that, so Matteo dropped to his knees and flailed about. He touched nothing.

Ahmose was smarter about it. She took her artifact's copy and started swinging it around herself. Within seconds, she caught an invisible limb. The assassin had been trying to free his fire throwing friend. The arm tried to yank away, but Ahmose had control of her artifact. She yanked him off his feet and wrapped him up. She took their one remaining weapon, the spear, and stabbed both of her bound captives.

That was two bound down, hopefully only one more left. Ahmose took the nets off of the corpses, but the copy had a huge tear in it. Apparently, the copies Bast made weren't invincible. They were back to one net and Matteo didn’t have the mana to deal with any bound on his own. That thought had him gesturing to Eman to poke his head out again.

A dozen arrows plinked off Eman’s face and Matteo snaked his artifact around the other corner. He activated his new rune, oil jet, and a black tar sprayed out and covered the back row of the platoon. As Matteo sent a fireball screaming towards them, he noticed that something was wrong. There weren’t enough soldiers standing in formation there. He turned to see squads of troops coming at them from behind, to the left and the right.

A fwoomp sounded behind him and screams let him know the soldiers behind him were on fire. That was one group taken care of. Now he only had to take care of the two groups of eight soldiers running at him.

He stepped back to the crystal fence behind him as he thought furiously. He had six mana left. Not enough to take care of them on his own. He would have to trust his squad could. He needed to buy them time. A force trap would work, but only once. These sixteen soldiers seemed like the smart kind. They weren’t wearing metal armor, having learned from Aido’s attack. Matteo would have to try something different.

He popped his golem core out of his forearm storage and slapped it to the crystal fence behind him. He sent five points of mana into the artifact and mentally crossed his fingers. To his shock, it worked. Despite his terrible luck today, the entire crystal fence was absorbed into the core.

The fence had been three feet wide, seven feet tall, and fifteen feet long. The core’s creation efficiency reduced that by twelve. The resulting golem was slightly shorter than Matteo, but about twice as wide. Its limbs ended in long, sharp spikes, even its legs. It turned its featureless face towards Matteo, waiting for instructions.

“Attack all moving people wearing that uniform!” Matteo said and pointed at the approaching troops.

To his relief, the golem understood the instruction. It raced forward, each step making shallow holes in the tough dragon scale. Bast followed the order as well, Matteo hot on her heels. Their only hope was taking on the two groups separately. They couldn’t afford to get surrounded. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Ahmose throwing her net at the other squad.

Then he was there, the squad right in front of him. The crystal golem was there first, its long limbs stretched out for stabbing. The Thacham soldiers were well trained and were already sliding out of the way. The golem wasn’t deterred. Once it got close enough, it kicked its spiked feet up and spun in a wider circle. It had turned itself into a throwing star.

Four of the soldiers were hit, two of them sliced through the throat. They fell to the ground, gurgling. The other two were hit in the stomach and forearms. The golem landed and turned to continue his attack on the injured soldiers. A crossbow bolt hit the golem in the head, chipping off a few inches of crystal. It didn’t seem like it noticed. When a soldier stabbed at it with a spear, this time the weapon took out a larger chunk of crystal from its torso. The golem kept attacking with no attempts to defend itself.

As this was happening, Bast and Matteo arrived. Neither of them had weapons, but they didn’t let that stop them. They were bound, and that meant something. Bast opened her mouth and sucked in the spear aimed at her head. Matteo led with his right side, planning on barreling through them. A crossbow wielding soldier fired at him as he got close.

Matteo was able to get his metal hand up in time to save his life. The bolt punctured his hand and made him drop his pen. He swore and continued his attack, punching with the hand that had a bolt through it. He could feel some things with his prosthetic arm, but pain wasn’t one of them.

The first punch missed. The missing eye had messed his depth perception up. He deflected a sword strike and caved in a young soldier’s head. With his left hand, he grabbed the falling sword and continued his attack.

Between the three of them, the mundane soldiers didn’t have a chance. They were all killed in less than a minute. Bast and Matteo quickly armed themselves and turned to the other group. He grabbed his pen and stuffed it away as he ran.

There were four soldiers left over here, nipping at an unarmed Ahmose. She was bleeding and retreating. The only reason she was still alive was that she was much faster than they were. The golem caught the soldiers unawares and sliced through their formation before they knew what was going on. It suddenly stopped and stood there, blood dripping off its form.

Matteo arrived to find more of his squad dead. Dalia had taken a mace to the head, Aido had been disemboweled. Eman was still alive, but clutched a heavily bleeding leg. He must have moved at the wrong time.

Regret hit Matteo like a physical force. He stumbled back as he realized he had gotten them killed. He should have stayed and protected them as the golem savaged the soldiers on its own. At the time, he had thought the golem needed the support, but he was clearly wrong.

Out of the nine bound that had been teleported onto this kaiju, only four were still alive. It was actually an impressive result, they were going up against a well armed Thatcham army with multiple platoons. His guilt wouldn’t let him see it that way. The weight of five souls weighed heavily on his shoulders.

Woodenly, he said, “Search the bound bodies. One of them might have a healing potion.”

While Bast and Ahmose searched them, Matteo grabbed one of the mundane’s packs. As he expected, there were bandages inside. He grabbed them and hurried over to Eman to dress his wounds. The cut wasn’t as bad as he thought, but Eman wouldn’t be walking on his own for a while.

Matteo felt his last point of mana run out. He was empty now. Shortly afterwards, his golem dissolved, only leaving the elemental golem core. The core rolled along the scales close enough that he could reach out and pick it back up.

A glance around showed that there were no more troops headed this way. The soul stealer relic hadn’t fired on them, so Matteo must have gotten the bound with his crystal spear attack. The kaiju’s three heads were all turning this way. They would have to move soon so they didn’t get hit by the monster’s breath attack.

Monsters were climbing up the kaiju’s tail, yet another reason to get moving. If that wasn’t enough, a nearby kaiju had turned and was taking a step towards them. This place was about to become the worst part of the battle. Good thing they planned on getting out of here soon.

He picked up the ritual circle the Carcassonne army had given them. He slung it onto his back and said, “Someone needs to carry Eman. Bast, how’s your strength stat?”

“I can take him, no worries,” Bast said quickly. She might be feeling as guilty as he did.

Matteo took the time to pull the bolt out of his hand now. The hole in his metal hand would close up in a day or two. The crystallium powering his arm was good for more than just making his arm move.

“Let’s go,” Matteo said and started jogging towards the middle head.

He checked the trajectories of the heads to make sure their path wouldn’t put them in danger. Luckily, the kaiju was slow enough that they could avoid it. About fifteen minutes after they left the battle site, a blast of ice covered the bodies there.

Climbing up the neck was harder than he expected. After the fight, everyone was reaching the limits of what their bound bodies could do. Climbing up a curved neck wasn’t easy. Eventually, they got to the top and started searching for the relic.

It had to be here somewhere. Matteo’s attack might have pulped the commanders, but artifacts and relics were almost indestructible.

Eman was the one that finally spotted the relic. It was deep in the crater the crystal spear had created. His haphazard attack had hit the bullseye. The relic was a green skull, appropriately enough.

Matteo cleaned it off and set up the ritual circle. The backpack expanded enough that all four of them could stand within the circle. He placed the relic in the middle, and Bast fed a bit of mana into the activation rune.

A series of runes lit up all around the green skull, pulling magic down into the ritual circle. The top of the relic started to dissolve, powering the circle even faster. The ritual flashed different colors as the relic completely dissolved before their eyes. Then the ritual circle started smoking, and the runic connectors burnt out.

The four of them waited, but nothing happened.

It took Matteo a full minute to realize what was going on. This was a suicide mission. The ritual circle was never supposed to teleport them, it was just supposed to destroy the relic. The army was only concerned with depriving the enemy of a powerful weapon. They didn’t care if a bunch of criminals made it back.
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Eman fell to the ground as he realized the same thing Matteo had. This ritual circle wasn’t going to teleport them back to the city. They had been abandoned out here.

Ahmose sat down next to him and started softly crying. Eman awkwardly wrapped his arm around her. That only made her start crying louder. Matteo stood there, numb. After the grief of losing so many squad members, this betrayal felt almost expected.

Bast nudged Matteo and pointed into the distance. There was a contingent of Thatcham soldiers flying from the nearest kaiju straight for them. Six of them were flying under their own power and four of those were carrying other bound. There was a flock of sparkly seagulls surrounding them, swirling around like a shield.

Matteo slowly blinked at the formation of flying soldiers. He was doomed. At least it was a quick way to go. And if he had to die, being a war hero was pretty nice. He hoped that they would record his death as one that turned the tide of the battle. They had taken a relic out of play, along with a kaiju full of soldiers.

“Now would be a good time for one of those tornadoes, Matteo,” Bast said, staring at the troops coming their way.

“Not possible. My hand’s broken and I don’t have a lot of mana. I don’t think it would have mattered anyway,” Matteo said.

“Yeah, you are probably right,” Bast said.

“We could hide, right? Like sneak down to the ear or something?” Eman said.

Matteo sighed, “Yeah, alright. Let’s go.”

It was hard for him to get going when it was clear they were doomed. The soldiers had already seen them. They would keep searching until they found them. They were only delaying the inevitable. Still, even with the impossible odds, he wasn't the type to give up. He picked up Eman and started carrying him towards the far ear. Ahmose and Bast followed him without comment. They knew their chances just as well as he did.

“What’s that?” Eman said. He was looking behind them.

They turned to see something heading towards the formation of troops. It was a single person, almost flying through the air. They created temporary platforms they used to jump off. They were strong enough that each leap lasted several seconds. As they drew closer, Matteo recognized them as a Carcassonne soldier. They were the one that had been summoning founder-style walls to protect the city from thrown boulders.

As they drew closer, Matteo could see some of the flying soldiers shooting arrows at the incoming bound. The Carcassonne soldier created small walls to deflect the incoming projectiles and redirect their parabolic flight. The Thatcham soldier with the summoned seagulls sent the flock streaming towards the wall artifact bound.

Two huge walls appeared in the sky, each one over two stories tall. The first smacked the seagull flock into non-existence. The second wall slammed down on the formation of Thatcham soldiers. Most of them were hit hard by the attack, spiraling down towards the ground. A few of the flyers were fast enough to avoid the attack and dived to save their compatriots.

The Carcassonne bound didn’t press the attack. Instead, they pivoted on a new wall and headed straight for Matteo and the remnants of his squad. He stood there in shock. Were they going to be rescued? If that had been the plan all along, why had they waited this long?

As the soldier drew closer, Matteo saw a glint of green skin. Their rescuer was an automaton. She created a few small walls as stairs and stopped ten feet away.

“Matteo? Is that really you?” she said.

“Medjay? You’re alive? How?”

“I’m alive? You’re alive! They told me you died a month ago. I attended your funeral!” Medjay said in shock.

Matteo set Eman down and rushed forward. Medjay held out her hands wide, and they slid into a hug. She nestled her head into his neck and he said, “You came to save me.” His voice cracked as he softly said, “Thank you.”

“Where have you been? I missed you so much,” she whispered back.

“They sent me to jail. To work the temples under the city. They told you I died?” Matteo said. “Who’s they?”

“The Sisters of Truth. I’m one of them now. You were right, my sisters are alive. They discovered a method for long life. They abducted me that night and forced me into service,” she said. She grabbed his shoulders and pulled back to get a good look at him.

“Forced? That doesn’t sound good,” Matteo said.

Medjay looked towards the three people behind him and said, “Do you trust them?”

“No,” Matteo said. He felt a little guilty saying it, but it was true.

Medjay nodded, and four walls, and a ceiling appeared. She softly said, “Our situations are more alike than you know. My continued existence requires obeisance to their commandments. Speaking of which, I wasn’t supposed to leave my post on the wall. I thought I recognized your particular brand of magic and I had to investigate,” Medjay said, her voice cracking. “I had to find out. I thought you were dead, but I had to know.” She stopped and listened for a bit. “They are going to collect me soon. Can you come rescue me?”

“Rescue? How?” Matteo said, bewildered.

“Come to the Basilica tomorrow at sunset. Bring Karlotta. I’ll have Chiara come get you and bring you to me.”

“Chiara’s alive, too?”

“Yes, I had to make her my handmaiden to keep her that way,” Medjay said sadly.

“What exactly happened when the Umbra attacked us?”

“There is so much you don’t know, but we don’t have time. Medjay the Second is almost here. Pretend like you don’t know me,” Medjay said.

She dropped into the impromptu building and took several steps back. Moments later, another automaton arrived. She came in fast, riding a large circle propelled by tendrils of electricity.

“Sixth. Why did you abandon your post? Who are these people?” the new automaton said.

She looked older and rougher than the Medjay Matteo knew. Evidently, they shared the same first name, and this one was the Second. It looked like she had been blasted apart and put back together inexpertly. If she was a human, she would be covered in scars.

Medjay the Sixth—Matteo’s friend and the only one he considered worthy of the name—bowed to the new arrival and said, “My apologies. This squad of bound took out one of the soul stealer artifacts. I heard that there was no rescue mission planned and my compassion got the better of me. I only wanted to bring them to safety so that they might continue to serve our great nation.”

“We lost a building because you left your post. I hope these four lives were worth the dozens that you cost Carcassonne,” the Second said sternly. “We will discuss it further behind the walls. Let’s go. Everyone aboard.”

Bast grabbed Eman and everyone stepped aboard the Second’s metal disc. Matteo made a point to stand out of the Second’s field of view. He didn’t want her to realize he was the guy she had sentenced to prison. Electricity coursed through the platform and they shot into the air. The two automatons were unaffected by the magic, but the humans weren’t so lucky.

Ahmose fell to the disc, twitching uncontrollably. Bast fell to her knees and was unable to keep Eman from touching the shocking platform. He cried out in pain as the induced spasms opened up his leg. Matteo was similarly affected, but his constitution was high enough that he could still control himself. He picked up Eman so that he wouldn’t be further injured.

Throughout the trip back to the city, the Second didn’t even glance back at the humans. She scolded Medjay and lectured her on how a Sister of Truth should act. Medjay kept her head bowed and agreed with every admonishment. She stole glances back at Matteo, but didn’t say anything to him.

Occasionally, their platform was attacked. They were flying over an active battlefield. The majority of the time, Medjay intervened with a well-placed wall. Sometimes, the Second would swerve their platform to dodge the attack. It wasn’t clear to him which attacks could be blocked and which needed to be avoided.

Night was falling as they drew closer to the city. The setting sun intermittently blinded Matteo, but the Second had no such issues. Her enhanced eyes dodged every dangerous attack, and they made steady progress across the battlefield.

Soon they were back atop the huge outer walls of Carcassonne. Bast and Ahmose groaned and rolled off the platform. Matteo could see that all the humans were slightly smoking. A high ranked soldier hurried up to them and bowed deeply to the automatons.

“How may we serve?”

“Captain. These four have survived their mission to destroy a soul stealer relic. I believe that the reward for a job well done in the army is more work, correct?” the Second said.

“Yes sir, I will get them processed and back out in the field as soon as possible,” the captain said without looking up.

The Second had turned away from him before he finished talking. She gave Medjay another admonishment to conserve her mana and flew away. Medjay looked back at Matteo. It took her an effort of will to turn and walk away.

Once they were both out of earshot, the captain stood back up and said, “You all look like shit. Let’s get some potions and food in you. Come with me.”

The three of them followed the captain along the ramparts. He was kind enough to keep his pace slow. Matteo hoped that he wouldn’t actually put them right back to work. He was exhausted, mentally and physically.

They stopped off at the infirmary first. They gave Eman a small potion, just enough to get him back on his feet. Matteo cried softly when they got to him. He got healing, but they couldn't restore the eye. They gave him an eyepatch instead. The rest of them got salve to rub on their bruises and cuts. Apparently that treatment was more than most got, because mundane soldiers lined the hallways near the infirmary. The battle had been going on for a while and their healers were getting overwhelmed.

The captain dropped them off at the cafeteria and said, “Eat your fill in here. I may or may not get distracted by my duties. You will need to stay here, regardless. I’ve seen people sleep on the benches over there when their superior officers forget about them.”

Matteo thanked him as he walked away. The captain was giving them a long break to recover, but he would be able to tell the sisters that he only gave them a bit of food.

A few minutes later, Matteo had a plate of food and was slowly working his way through it. He wasn’t paying attention to what he was eating. He was still in shock. Not because of the eye, he could eventually get that fixed if he paid the right healer enough stater. The shock came from the fact that Medjay was alive. This last month, he had been sure that the Sisters of Truth had killed her because she was a threat.

Instead, they had brought her into their organization. Against her will, apparently. She had asked him to rescue her right away. The Sisters of Truth seemed to be major powers in the city, which should have made her happy. She was reunited with the other ensouled automatons, her family, and in a position of power. The fact that she wanted to escape meant that there was something he didn’t understand.

Hopefully, she would explain everything when he came to the basilica in two days. It was odd that she wanted Karlotta to come along. Maybe there was another automaton she needed repaired? Guessing would be useless. There were too many unknowns. He would just have to arrive at the basilica prepared for anything. It was too bad that he had lost his dimensional bag.

It would have been a perfect way to smuggle in weapons or lockpicks. It was worse than that, though. He had lost his only connection to Director Chrisos, the leader of his hometown, and the closest he had to a grandfather. He had lost his mementos from his childhood, and now his family felt farther away than ever.

The thought made him tired. It was all too much. He put away the empty dinner plate and fell down onto a bench. It wasn’t very comfortable. After this day, that didn’t matter. He was asleep in moments.

…

“Sorry to wake you all, I really am,” a voice said as someone kicked his boots.

Matteo slowly sat up and blearily looked around. The rest of his squad was doing the same. The dark windows showed it was still nighttime. The captain that had brought them here was standing in front of them, waiting for them to fully wake.

Once they all seemed with it, the captain said, “Thatcham sent monsters into the city. I think I have all of their tunnels plugged now, but there are still monsters in the city. I can’t afford to take any of my bound off the wall. It’s not looking good out there. I am attaching you to a mundane squad and sending you out to kill monsters.”

Matteo rubbed his face to wake himself up. His metal hand still had a hole in it. It was halfway closed, but his movement was impeded. It would make tracing out runes difficult. He checked his mana. Thankfully, that had mostly regenerated. He was only ten mana below his maximum.

“I guess sleep isn’t as important as saving lives,” Matteo said tiredly. “Where are you sending us?”

“Most of the monster attacks were in the southern quarter, but there was one in the old city. I am sending you to that one. Come with me,” the captain said.

The four of them started walking after him. Bast said, “So you are sending us to go rescue the nobles? Are the slums getting their own contingent of bound too?”

The captain had the decency to look embarrassed. He said, “I have my orders. The old city is to be swept first. The tunnel has already been plugged. You just have to kill the monsters that escaped into the city. If you are fast enough, you can go down to the southern quarter to support the mundane platoons there. Either way, I give you my personal promise to give you your pardon when you return.”

Bast grunted, having expected that answer. Matteo shook his head. They were going to go rescue some nobles first, people that probably already have their own security forces. Only after they killed the monsters there, would they be allowed to save the normal people that had suffered several outbreaks.

He wanted to disobey orders and go save the southern quarter first. He couldn’t. Not now that he was so close to being free once more. The anchor had promised freedom, and he was going to do what he needed to gain that freedom. He would just have to be quick about it and hope the slums could last long enough for his squad to come help them.
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“Corporal Hossam. I am assigning these four bound to your mission. Visit the armory and head out right away,” the captain said.

Corporal Hossam glanced at Matteo and his crew and then asked the captain, “What will be the chain of command for this mission?”

“They aren’t part of our hierarchy. Consider them as temporary consultants. Neither of you can order the other around. However, I will say that these four will go back to jail if the old city isn’t monster free by dawn,” the captain said.

Matteo scowled at the captain. He had thought he was a good guy. That comment put the man on his shit list. The threat of jail was bad, but the comment about consultants was worse. In every other army engagement, the bound were in charge of mundanes, regardless of rank. They led from the front and decided the battle. The captain was basically telling Corporal Hossam not to trust these bound or to support them in a dangerous fight.

The corporal ignored Matteo's scowl and asked, “What are the rules of engagement?”

“Life, property, and peace, in that order,” the captain said.

The corporal saluted him and led the two squads down towards the armory. There were eight mundanes, including the corporal. Matteo walked ahead of Bast, Ahmose, and Eman. The groups couldn’t be more different. The mundane soldiers were all wearing the same uniforms with wooden lacquered armor. The bound were wearing wildly different clothing. Eman had slightly more than his smallclothes, and Matteo was fully armored up. Bast and Ahmose were wearing bracers and greaves, but no other armor.

When they arrived at the armory, the other squad went first. They were each issued the same weapon, one that Matteo hadn’t ever seen. It was similar to a crossbow, but without limbs. It didn’t shoot bolts, but some sort of inch wide canister. Matteo could see a rune inscribed on the weapon’s stock, but he didn’t recognize it.

It was the bound’s turn next. Matteo’s own armor was better than the standard issue. He kept it and added an officer’s jacket overtop. Eman requested four uniforms and no armor. The women got the standard issue armor. All four of them also got issued a short sword and a spear.

Matteo buckled on the short sword sheath and considered which runes to load up. He had to have some ready to go because his hand was still healing. He could slowly move it with grinding and clicks. He wouldn’t be able to quickly trace out whatever rune would work best for the situation.

He needed to have a rune that would save the civilians from harm, and one that could quickly take out the monsters. A force trap would help with the first, and an illuminate jet would do well for the second. Unfortunately, neither would do double duty, so that was out.

The fan blade was the only rune in his arsenal that could do double duty. The main problem with that rune was that it only worked on weaker tier one monsters. He decided to use the fan rune, anyway. They wouldn’t be sending four random bound out to save the nobles if they thought there were tier two monsters out there.

They left the armory together and started jogging towards the old city. Matteo maneuvered up towards Corporal Hossam and said, “Those are interesting looking weapons. What do they do?”

“That’s classified,” the corporal said.

Matteo huffed. He shook his head and said, “Do you plan on not using them all night? We are going to see what they do at some point. I’m just asking so we can make a plan together.”

He looked around, as if looking for people listening in to their conversation. It was the middle of the night in an embattled city. There was no one in the streets and no one looking out their windows.

The corporal said, “It’s an enchanted weapon. When fired, it uses sonics to pulp anything in a cone in front of it.”

“That sounds impressive,” Matteo said honestly.

Corporal Hossam nodded and said, “It is. There are two major drawbacks. The range is only fifty feet, and we have limited cartridges. Five shots for each of us. Takes a few seconds to reload.”

Matteo nodded and said, “An effective weapon, but only forty shots. Hmmm. I have a suggestion for us, if you are open to it.”

The corporal gave him an inscrutable look. “The only thing I care about is the mission. I will support any plan with a high chance of success. What is your idea?”

“Eman, there is invincible as long as he doesn’t move. I figure we find a town square or something like that and have the monsters come to us. He will be our bait. While they are failing to harm him, we come up behind and kill the monsters. Bast can absorb all ranged attacks, so she will be part of our defense. Ahmose has a pair of nets that can contain anything, even a tier two monster. I have a wide variety of spells available to me. I will be starting with an invisible fan that will slice up monsters as they get close,” Matteo said.

Corporal Hossam said, “Sounds like you have things in hand. What do you need us for?”

“You know the city. You can get us into the right place without wasting time,” Matteo said. “More importantly, you can watch our back and keep an escape route open. That way you don’t waste your cartridges. What do you think?”

The corporal tilted his head in respect. “A plan that doesn’t use the mundanes as meat shields? That’s already a step above most plans the bound come up with. It also sounds like a strategy that has a high chance of success. No plan survives contact with the monsters, but it’s an excellent start.”

Matteo nodded and said, “Alright, lead the way.”

They entered the old city a few minutes later. Matteo split his attention between the city around him and tracing out fan blade runes. The old city was like a living ruin. Every building was constructed of the green metal the founders liked, but painted and decorated. There were subtly glowing lights within the roads themselves. Businesses had their signs projected out into the street, entirely made of light magic. Floating platforms made a transit between the upper floors of the tallest towers. Some buildings had active shields around them, glowing red in the night. It felt like he had been transported back to the time of the founders.

Signs of monster attacks started appearing shortly after they entered the city. Broken windows, blood sprays, and monster corpses. These people weren’t as helpless as someone in the slums would be. Corporal Hossam pointed the way the monsters had gone.

About ten more minutes of jogging later, and they came across a lone monster. A ghoul. It was munching on the remains of a local guard. The ghoul heard them coming and screeched into the night sky. There was a fountain in the middle of the piazza with six different entrances. Monsters that heard this one would be coming in from every direction.

Despite being one against twelve, the monster raced towards them. Its instincts would allow nothing else. Eman casually took the lead and leveled his spear at the attacking monster. His experience running temples gave him the ability to impale the ghoul before it got close to anyone else.

“Corporal, do you think you can hold that alleyway for us?” Matteo said.

“Yes, sir. We got your back. Those nasties don’t stand a chance,” Corporal Hossam said.

Matteo smirked at the sir. He waited until they had their retreat secured and started his plan. He put everyone into position and then yelled out, “All right you lousy monsters! It’s time to send you back to Isfet. Come and meet your doom!”

The shouted challenge was answered by other screeches. A strange clicking sound got louder along with the approaching monsters. The piazza was dimly lit by the light from the road, but Matteo noticed that light fading in the far corner.

He squinted and moved his head around to find out what was going on over there. It took him a few seconds to figure out what was going on. Smoke was pouring in from the five streets leading into the piazza. It was blocking what little light there was. The screeches from the ghouls got louder and louder, but none of them burst into view.

It was eerie, hearing the monsters come closer, but not seeing them mindlessly attack. Matteo agonizingly traced out a light rune. As soon as it was done, he applied it to the fountain directly in front of them.

The piazza lit up like it was suddenly daytime. The bright light revealed what was happening at the edges of the square. At each street and alleyway, a smoke beetle was spewing out thick cover. Dozens of ghouls stood nearby, shrieking but not moving. There were other shapes behind the beetles as well, but they were too well concealed by the thick smoke.

Eman swore and said, “What are they waiting for?”

“That’s unnatural,” Bast said and shivered.

“I’ve seen this before. An Isfet cultist that could control monsters. Keep your eyes peeled for whoever is marshaling the troops,” Matteo said and followed his own advice.

The last time he had seen someone like that, they had controlled a wyvern to help Envoy Panagiotis escape his hometown kaiju. The traitor had waged a war against the bound of Tartaruga Town and almost succeeded.

Matteo had stopped him in time to save the town, but had been denied his revenge. Panagiotis had gotten free because of this man. He had to be hiding around here somewhere. The bright light of the fountain should have revealed the cultist, but no one saw him.

Matteo took out his golem core. If this was going to be a fight against an organized monster army, he needed more soldiers on his side. He placed the core on the stones below him and focused on creating a stone golem. When that didn’t work, he tried the building wall next to him. That failed as well. He grimaced. He would have to do the crystal fence thing again.

Suddenly, everything changed. Through some unseen signal, all the monsters attacked at the same time. They poured out from every alleyway and street, including the one behind them.

Matteo was worried about the mundane’s ability to hold their rear, but he couldn’t think about that right now. There were five groups of monsters attacking in a coordinated effort from the front. He immediately threw out all four of his stored fan runes, placing them around Eman.

He was standing stock still in front of their formation, acting as bait. Bast was a few feet behind him, ready to intercept any projectiles headed for the rest of the group. Ahmose was frantically preparing her nets, and Matteo started tracing out a rune word. It would take some time with his busted hand, but he needed the big stuff.

He decided on fireball-oil-magnify. It would create an enormous column of fire, ten feet wide and a hundred feet long. It would probably scorch the surrounding buildings. Better that they were scorched than demolished by monsters.

The ghouls hit the invisible fans a second later. They were shredded, one after another. The monsters were roughly human sized and Matteo’s fan rune was strong enough to slice through more than one of them before it broke. Within a few seconds, six of the ghouls had been reduced to chunks of flesh. Matteo winced when he saw Eman was positively covered in blood. He should have placed the fan runes farther out.

The rest of the ghouls slid to a stop, seeing the fans now because they were covered in blood. Two smoke beetles surged forward. They were each over ten feet tall and their exoskeletons were strong enough to shatter the fans.

“Ahmose, take out the beetles!” Matteo yelled.

She complied, tossing out one of her nets to the left, over the still spinning fans on that side. The net hit the beetle dead center and quickly tightened up. The wide net caught two ghouls on the sides and wrapped up the three of them. They crashed to the ground together and thrashed around. The beetle smashed the ghouls, but couldn’t free itself.

By the time Ahmose turned to the second beetle, it had already shattered the two fans on the right. Her net wrapped up the beetle, but the damage was done. Ghouls poured in from around the downed beetle.

Half of them futilely clawed at Eman. Bast and Ahmose stepped forward to take on the other half. They used the spears and short swords the army had issued them to puncture anything that got close. The rabid ghouls were quick and their claws wickedly sharp. Bast and Ahmose had years of experience killing monsters without their artifacts, so they were able to hold the line.

Matteo finished his fire-column rune word, but couldn’t use it from here. When he started tracing it out, the monsters were far enough away to use it. Now the press of ghouls and beetles was too close for him to use it. The fire would splash back and incinerate them all.

He glanced back to see how the squad behind him was faring. They were holding the line, barely. Monsters continually crawled over the mound of bodies the soldiers had created. Their sonic weapons were effective, but they would run out of cartridges soon.

In addition to the beetles and ghouls, nematodes were slithering over the pile. Matteo recognized the purple gas spewing from their mouths. That was poison magic. He swore.

This was supposed to be a minor threat. The captain acted like he thought the mundanes could handle this by themselves, and he was only sending their bound squad since it was the noble’s district.

Instead, there were so many monsters in a coordinated attack, Matteo was worried about making it out of here alive. He needed to try something different. The elemental golem core was still in his left hand from when he failed to use it earlier. It was time to see if it could live up to its name.

He pointed his pen straight up and activated his rune word. An enormous column of fire blossomed out of the tip of his pen. He held his elemental golem core up against the flames and hoped that his guess about how it worked was right.
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To Matteo’s delight, it worked. The fire pumped out of his artifact pen and into his golem core artifact. He quickly had to let go as the core heated up. It hovered in the air, absorbing more and more fire. Tendrils of flame wrapped themselves around the core and built up the golem’s body bit by bit.

When the rune word fully exhausted itself, the golem had grown to eleven feet tall. Matteo had to take a step back from the oppressive heat. The fire golem looked strangely buff. Tendrils of fire were wrapped over body parts, like corded muscle. Unlike the previous golem, this one had fully developed hands and feet. Its face was featureless, but it still expressed an emotion of barely contained anger.

Matteo looked up to the golem hopefully. He had spent a huge chunk of his mana on the rune word, and another chunk on creating the fire golem. If this didn’t work out, he only had eighteen mana left to try something else out.

“Jump that way twenty feet and kill monsters. Prioritize nematodes,” Matteo said.

The poison the nematodes were spewing out was the most dangerous of all the monster attacks. He wanted them gone first. He wouldn’t be surprised if the monster controlling cultist behind this attack had intentionally covered the nematode’s approach with the smoke beetles. If Matteo hadn’t seen them in time, the poison might have killed them even after all the monsters were dead.

The golem’s flame head nodded once and crouched down. Then it sprung up over the humans and landed in the center of the massed monsters. It struck out with hands and feet, turning monsters to ash one after another. The nearest monsters lashed out at the golem, but their limbs burst into flames on contact, leaving the golem only slightly diminished.

While Matteo had been creating his fire golem, the other bound had been fighting a losing battle against the swarming monsters. The other two fan runes had been broken and Bast and Ahmose had been forced back. Beetles had broken both of their spears and they fought with short swords alone.

Now that the fire golem was fighting in front of Eman, they were able to stop retreating. As soon as the fire golem hit its first nematode, momentum swung the other way. The purple poison gas was flammable. As soon as the golem’s kick made contact, the nematode’s head exploded. The nearby nematode exploded as well, taking a ghoul along with it.

Another kick to the side produced the same result. The cultist controlling the monsters must have seen. All the nematodes nearby turned and fled. The fire golem jumped forward, pursuing the nematodes before they could escape the piazza.

A cough brought Matteo’s attention to their rear. It was one of the mundane soldiers, trying to cough up a lung. Matteo frowned. The poison was getting to them. He could fireball the nearest nematode, but that wouldn’t get rid of all the poison. Instead, he painstakingly traced out a wind rune.

“Poison gas! Fall back this way,” Matteo shouted. As soon as they were past him, he let loose a gale.

The wind pushed the smoke and poison out of the alleyway. It knocked the pile of bodies back and staggered the ghouls. They were able to regain their footing and slowly walked forward against the wind. The rune cut out a moment later. The poison dealt with, Matteo stepped back out of the way to let the troops deal with the remaining monsters.

As he turned back to the battle in front of him, Matteo's eyes widened. His fire golem had been fast enough to catch the nematodes before they fled. The poison monsters had all tried to flee down the same street. A well-placed jump landed the golem in their midst. The resulting explosion took out the entire contingent of nematodes.

When the smoke cleared, the fire golem had grown a foot. A wide grin split Matteo’s face. His golems could grow if they encountered the same element they were made of. He unsheathed his short sword and went to stand next to Bast and Ahmose. The three of them attacked the monsters from the front and the fire golem attacked from the rear.

The battle had fully swung their way. These monsters were dead, they just didn’t know it yet. A steady rhythm developed. The bound danced forward and back, only engaging with a few monsters at a time. They used the stock still form of Eman and the trapped beetles as obstacles to slow down the tide of monsters.

A loud shot rang out. Matteo flinched back, only to discover he wasn’t the target. His golem was. Another attack rang out and Matteo saw a flash of blue pierce the fire golem’s chest. It left behind a large hole. The golem slowly healed, but it lost mass as it did. The two shots had already cost it half a foot in height.

Matteo also realized why the golem was the target instead of the squishy human directing it. Their two squads had set up in the alley on the same side of the piazza as the cultists. The Thatcham force was set up two stories higher and to the left. Neither side had visibility to the other.

If he brought the fire golem in closer, he would take it out of the cultist’s field of view. He had a better idea.

“Corporal! Can you get us into that building? We need to take out the masterminds.” Matteo yelled.

The alleyway they stood in had a single door leading the building to the left, and it would require them to push the monsters back to get to it.

“It’ll take most of our remaining sonics. Are you sure it’s worth it?” Corporal Hossam said.

“Positive. I saw where they were attacking from. We need to get the infiltrators before the monsters are dead and they escape into the night,” Matteo said.

“Alright, squad eight, you heard him. Charge!” the corporal yelled.

With that yell, the mundanes charged forward and used their special weapons to push the monster hoard back. Matteo scrambled to collect Eman in time. Once they had forced the monsters off of him, the four bound ran back through the alleyway and doorway. The screeches and roars of the monsters got louder as they lost sight of their prey.

“Someone is going to have to stay here and keep the door closed. We can’t risk them getting into the building and killing the civilians,” Matteo said.

“Don’t worry about that. I got this covered,” Ahmose said.

She closed her eyes and gestured with her hands. A few moments later, two loud thumps rang out. Matteo belatedly remembered that she could move her nets. She had piled up the two captured beetles in front of the door.

They were safe for now. It would have been a terrible plan in any other city, but not here. The founder’s construction was more than a match for the monsters outside. Hopefully, by the time they are done with the cultists, Matteo’s golem will have taken care of the remaining monsters.

Twelve men and women carefully crept through the building. The runes inside the apartment building heavily diminished the sounds of the monsters outside. They had to make sure not to tip off the cultists before they got there.

Mentally, Matteo cursed his injured hand as he traced out an illuminate jet and a force trap. It took him their entire trip up the stairs to trace out just those two runes. As they arrived at the third floor, Matteo gestured for the mundane soldiers ahead of him to stop. It would be best if Eman led the way.

Corporal Hossman rolled his eyes and silently ordered his men to keep going. He didn't trust the bound to do the job right. The captain had poisoned them against the bound. Matteo still put Eman in front of the bound, even though they were following the troops. The twelve of them walked forward as silently as they could. The mundanes had better success at that task than the bound did. Matteo still thought Eman should have led, but now he understood Hossman’s reasoning.

There were six doors on the third floor, three on each side of the corridor. The door on the far right had its door knob broken, and it stood ajar. That must be where the cultists were holed up. Corporal Hossman gestured for his team to head over there.

As they were passing the middle door, a pair of blue magic bolts shot through the door. Each one hit a soldier in the head and pulped them. Their headless bodies spurted blood and fell to the floor. The door slammed open, and the cultist bound held up his water pump artifact, ready to fire again. The soldiers were still turning in shock when two more blue bolts shot out of the water pump.

Matteo’s reactions were faster than the mundane’s. He had already fired his stored rune, a force trap. The spell appeared directly in front of the cultist and bounced back both magic bolts. One of them dug a hole in the door frame. The other bolt hit the cultist in the stomach and continued on to blow his spine out his back.

A surprised expression fell over the man’s face before he collapsed to the ground, dead. Three people were dead in less than two seconds. The corporal swore and ordered his men to stand up against the wall, out of sight of the doorway the cultist had come from. Once they were plastered up against the wall, the corporal looked towards Matteo with panic in his eyes.

Matteo tapped Eman on the shoulder. He said, “Peek out and freeze.” Then he turned to Hossman and said, “Watch the door behind you. It might not be a distraction.”

Eman stepped halfway into the doorway and activated his power. As soon as he did, a crossbow bolt glanced off his forehead. Matteo dropped to the floor and slid around Eman. He poked his pen around the doorframe and activated the illuminate jet rune.

A bright beam of white light speared out of the tip of his pen. Matteo's missing eye meant that he missed at first, but he adjusted his aim. The beam of light magic sliced through everything: the furniture, the two cultists, and the walls. When it cut off, tendrils of thin smoke drifted off the burnt lines. A table fully collapsed and clattered to the floor. Eman walked forward and glanced around the room with his hands on his hips.

“By Ma’at’s light. Did you have to redecorate so forcefully?” Eman said.

Matteo shrugged and walked into the room as well. He had killed both cultists, beheading one and bisecting the other. Neither of the bodies were bleeding. His spell had cauterized as it cut. He looked around the small apartment. The door to the bathroom was open, and the only other door in the apartment probably led to the only bedroom. The furnishings and decor gave him an impression this was a very high end apartment. The owner must have been rich.

The cultists had been here for some time. It looked like one of them had been cooking on the small efficiency stove. He wondered how they had infiltrated the building without alerting the rest of the residents.

Then again, twelve people had walked into the building during a major monster attack and they hadn’t seen a single resident poke their heads out. These people had a serious ‘mind your own business’ vibe going. Matteo glanced out the open window to see his golem finishing up with the monsters below. It was shorter now, probably only five feet, but it was still going.

Now that the monster tamer was dead, the monsters were mindlessly attacking his golem. If it wasn’t made of fire, it would be long destroyed. As it was, every hit the golem took injured the monster. The fire golem was losing mass to solid hits, but was still big enough to be effective. There were probably only a dozen monsters left now, mostly beetles.

Matteo yelled out the window, “Kill all monsters you can see and return to me.”

His golem might not survive the fight, but if it did, he would want the elemental golem core returned to him. They were going to hang out in this apartment for a short while either way. The corporal needed to grieve his men, and he needed to recover his mana.

He turned around and said, “How is everyone doing on mana? Eman, you still good? You took a lot of hits out there.”

Eman had walked into the bedroom to look around. He said, “I got a quarter left.”

“Alright. Let’s take a break here for a bit. I think we all need more mana before we continue sweeping the city for monsters,” Matteo said.

Corporal Hossman came to the door and said, “There’s no one alive on this floor. They must have killed everyone when they came inside. I am going to prepare my men for transport while you regain your mana.” He spun on his heel and left them.

Matteo winced. The corporal sounded like he was keeping it together, but it had to be rough knowing that he had gotten two of his men killed.

Eman coughed and inspected his uniform. It was mostly rags now. The monsters had done a number on it. “Do you think the guy that owns this apartment would mind if I took some of his clothes?”

“I’ll help you check,” Ahmose said and followed after him.

“Don’t steal from the guy,” Matteo said. “He didn’t do anything to deserve that.”

“Oh really? Then what did he do to deserve you cutting up his wall? It’s just a consequence of us fighting for the city,” Eman said and opened up the closet.

As soon as he did, a voice yelled out from inside the closet. It said, “Stop,” in such a commanding tone, Matteo could almost see the soundwaves shoot through the room. The bound that had been hiding in the closet slowly walked out.

Matteo tried to open his mouth in shock, but failed. He was frozen in place, unable to move at all.

Envoy Panagiotis walked out of the closet, past the frozen forms of Eman and Ahmose. Matteo mentally corrected himself. This was just Panagiotis, a traitor that failed to overthrow the turtle and succeeded in killing Tartaruga’s director.

Panagiotis stutter-stepped and looked at Matteo in shock. He said, “What are you doing here? How did you find me? Was it Mendicant Carmel?”

It took Panagiotis a moment to realize that Matteo couldn’t answer. He walked up to him and touched his watch artifact to Matteo’s head and chest.

Matteo gasped and took in a deep, shuddering breath. He tried to lunge at Panagiotis, but only his head and lungs were released from the man’s artifact. The rest of his body was still frozen.

“Tell me quick, and I will leave. You only have a few minutes before all your friends suffocate,” Panagiotis said.
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“Let them go and I will tell you everything,” Matteo said.

He couldn’t think straight with everyone’s life on the line like that. Panagiotis’ artifact had frozen everyone that had heard it, meaning they couldn’t take a breath. He suspected that the mundane soldiers in the hallway only had two minutes before they suffocated. The surrounding bound would have slightly more time because of their health points.

“You know I won’t do that. I can’t trust you, and you can’t trust me. Get over it and tell me, anyway. I promise to leave, and everyone will be released after I am gone. It’s your only choice,” Panagiotis said quickly.

Matteo growled. Panagiotis was right. Matteo had to start talking because he knew that the former envoy was a ruthless murderer. If he didn’t tell him what he wanted to know, he was certain to stay here for the few minutes it would take to kill everyone. The man had probably already used his artifact to suffocate the civilians in the building.

“Fine. I know there is no getting out of this. None of us can move, and my artifact doesn’t work with mental commands,” Matteo said. That was true, but he hoped that Panagiotis would overlook a few things with that statement.

Ahmose had just heard him, and she could mentally command her nets to fly up here. Matteo had already ordered his golem to climb up here after it killed the monsters below. It should be here shortly. Panagiotis had let Matteo talk. He could order his fire golem to burn Panagiotis to a crisp.

It was a good plan, but Matteo continued to talk as if it wasn’t going to work. He couldn’t risk everyone’s life by clamming up. “The truth is, this was all a coincidence. The Carcassonne command knew that monsters had gotten into the city, but they didn’t know you were here or that the monsters were under your control. Well, the control of that dead guy over there.”

Matteo looked over to see the cultist cut in half in front of the window. It was strange to turn his head with the rest of his body still frozen. At least he could talk. He hadn’t known that Panagiotis could selectively release body parts from his artifact’s power.

“I had no idea you were in the city at all. They sent my team because we are all low level and could be spared. The only reason they sent bound at all was because this is the noble’s district,” Matteo continued.

Panagiotis scoffed. “You expect me to believe that? Your squad fought off an entire battalion of monsters. It was everything we had in the city. There is no way you are all low leveled.”

“It’s the truth. We just got lucky having artifacts that evened the odds. The mundane soldiers have enchanted weapons, too. They helped a lot. I don’t know if you could see it from here. You have a bad angle on the fight,” Matteo said. “I guess we got lucky, setting up there. We didn’t even know any soldiers were in the city until the blue bolt guy started shooting at our elemental.”

Panagiotis stared at him for a long moment. “Luck? Have the goddesses touched you, boy?”

The question seemed serious, so Matteo said, “Uh, no?”

“If the goddesses haven’t touched you, then how did you find me here, in the middle of the largest city on Misr? How did you escape the assassins I sent after you? How did you stop our second tunnel?” Panagiotis said as he leaned in closer and closer to Matteo.

Matteo leaned back as far as he could and sputtered, “What? I didn’t do all that. The army sent me here. I didn’t know you sent assassins after me, and I don’t know what you mean by second tunnel. Please, just release my friends.”

Panagiotis punched him hard enough to draw blood. He winced and shook his hand out, then punched him with the other hand. Matteo was reeling. The old man must have invested heavily in strength.

“Tell me the truth!” Panagiotis yelled. “If you don’t care about the lives of your friends, save yourself by telling me the truth. The goddess’s plans must be not be impeded.”

“The goddess? Are you really doing all this to serve an evil goddess?” Matteo said.

“Stupid boy, Isfet is not evil. It’s Ma’at that is going rogue. Echidna and Isfet have commanded all of their followers to kill her. It’s the only way to save the world,” Panagiotis said passionately.

Before Matteo could reply, two things happened almost simultaneously. Ahmose’s net flew into the room from the apartment’s front door. Matteo’s fire golem climbed in through the window.

As the net wrapped around Panagiotis, Matteo shouted, “Kill the man in the net!”

The fire golem sprang forward, its flaming hands outstretched. Despite being wrapped up tightly, Panagiotis managed to twist out of the way. As he fell to the ground, he yelled out, “Stop,” but it did no good. His watch artifact froze people in place, not their magics.

The five-foot golem slid across the floor and dug its toes into the wooden flooring. It pivoted and lunged at Panagiotis again. A scream of terror escaped his mouth. A fist of fire punched into his chest and cut the scream short.

There was a moment of silence. The only sound was the faint crackling of fire from the golem. Then everyone fell to the floor, gasping. Panagiotis’ magic ended with his life. Matteo was the first to recover and walked around, checking on everyone.

All the bound survived and would be back to normal soon. The mundane soldiers in the hallway weren’t so lucky. In addition to the two that had been killed in the initial attack, two more had suffocated. There were only four soldiers left, all of them holding their heads in pain. Matteo offered his healing potion to them, but the corporal waved him away.

Matteo returned to the apartment to find his golem slowly melting through the floor. Acrid smoke curled up and irritated his nose. He mentally dispelled the golem. The flames immediately cut out and the core fell to the ground. It was too hot to pick up right now, so he let it cool down while he talked to the rest of his squad.

“I think that might be the last of them. My golem came back because it didn’t see any monsters. We can wait here for a minute and recover,” Matteo said.

“Did you know them?” Ahmose said and gestured to the dead cultists.

“Only this one, Panagiotis. He used to be the envoy for my home kaiju. Turns out he was an Isfet cultist and tried to take control of my hometown. A lot of people died to keep us free,” Matteo said. He kicked the body and said, “Glad to finally have my revenge. It doesn’t taste as sweet as I thought it would, though.”

Bast shook her head and said, “Revenge is always sour. Only the anticipation is sweet.”

“What did he mean by the goddess’s plans?” Eman said. He started rifling through the corpse’s pockets.

Matteo grimaced and said, “He was a cultist. He thinks that Isfet commanded him to betray his people and help Thatcham conquer us.”

“That’s not what he said, though. He said he was commanded to kill Ma’at. That must be why he was in the old city,” Bast said.

Ahmose and Matteo both scoffed. He said, “How is a mortal supposed to kill a goddess?”

Bast shrugged, “I don’t know. The founders thought they could do it. That’s the whole reason they rebelled.”

“Huh,” Matteo said. That was actually a good point. Maybe there was a way to kill a goddess. The divine trio wouldn’t have fought the founders if they posed no danger to them. Had Thatcham or the cultists discovered an ancient founder weapon?

With that thought in mind, Matteo started searching the room. He started with their bags, furthest from the bodies. He didn’t know how Eman could so callously rifle through their pockets. He didn’t want to know.

Most of the equipment the cultists had brought along was what you would expect. Rations, bedrolls, mundane weapons, healing potions. There was a full set of armor in one of the bags. It looked like it was meant for Panagiotis, but he had trusted in his artifact too much. Not that the armor would have helped him against a fire golem.

The bracers were interesting, covered in silver runes. They were dim now, but Matteo was very curious about what they would do when the enchantment was charged. He set them aside for now and kept looking. He didn't find much. Eman had collected a small pile of rings and stater, but that seemed to be the only thing of value in the room besides the bracers.

Then Matteo remembered the closet where Panagiotis had been hiding. He walked into the bedroom and shoved aside the hanging clothing. At the back of the room was a row of neat silk bags. On top of them was a dirty canvas bag. Matteo immediately picked it up and looked inside. There were eight random objects inside.

His magic vision immediately let him know that these were powerful artifacts. If not relics. They were magically brighter than any artifact he had ever seen. An anchor could probably use these to level up. What further intrigued him was that each one was a different magic color. Everything from red to purple, black, and even a white. He had only seen one other white artifact in his life, the one from a founder's ruin. He had spent the last month of his life running temples for artifacts and hadn’t seen a single one.

“What you got there?” Eman said and looked into the bag.

“Artifacts,” Matteo said and showed him the bag.

“Really? Why would they bring them along and not just use them to level up?” Eman said and tried to reach into the bag.

Matteo gently closed the bag before he could. He said, “Good question. There are two possibilities I can think of, both of them bad. Maybe there are mundane cultists living in the city and they wanted to build up their army of bound. Or maybe there are bound cultists in the city and they wanted to strengthen them before they attacked Ma’at.”

Eman playfully reached for the bag a few times and then shrugged. He walked to the other room and plopped down onto the sofa there. He said, “How do you attack a goddess, anyway? Aren’t they everywhere and nowhere at once?”

Bast said, “Maybe, maybe not. They say that the basilica is Ma’at’s house. She talks to her followers there, and it’s the only source of miracle pills. Maybe when Ma’at visits there, she has a body? One that they could hope to kill somehow, I guess.”

“Doesn’t make much sense to me,” Eman said. “But then again, I’m not very religious. I like to focus on the things I can hold, like money.”

“Speaking of which,” Ahmose said. “What’s the split for loot? We didn’t talk about that before.”

“Finders, keepers,” Eman said. He pulled his bag of scavenged coinage closer to him.

Ahmose looked at Matteo and rolled her eyes. She nodded her chin at his bag and said, “What’s in the bag?”

“Not loot. I think we have to turn it into military intelligence. It’s a bag of unbound artifacts, powerful ones. It’s weird enough that I think they need to know about it. If there is anything in this apartment that could possibly kill a goddess, this is it,” Matteo said.

“Unbound? How can you tell?” Bast said.

“Uh, that’s actually a good point. I don’t know if they are unbound or not. I just assumed they weren’t stolen artifacts or trophies of the bound they killed. That would be all the more reason to turn them into military intelligence. The point is, these aren’t loot. As far as loot goes, I claim those bracers. Eman has his money. You two ladies will have to divide up what’s left.”

Ahmose and Bast both frowned at him. They weren’t happy to be stuck with the scraps. Matteo shrugged. He didn’t want to argue with Eman and come up with a more equitable split. Their freedom was their true reward for this mission. Once they were done with this, they would be all be free. Both the anchor and the captain had promised, and one was bound to honor the deal.

Matteo planned on hiding as soon as he was “freed”. Medjay’s sisters had thrown him in jail to keep him away from her. He didn’t want to give them a chance to do it again. Or worse. He would still meet up with Chiara tomorrow morning, but he wasn't going to let himself get abducted again.

First, he needed to get these artifacts back to military intelligence. And to go help the poor people in the southern quarter. He had almost forgotten about them. The recent revelations were distracting. He picked up his golem core so he wouldn’t forget that later.

Matteo walked back to the hallway. The corporal was praying over the bodies of the dead. After he was finished, Matteo walked up to him and said, “We need to get going. I want to sweep the old city quickly and see if we can still rescue people in the southern quarter.”

“This would be a good time to split up then. We can cover the old city quicker then. We have been ordered to stay here, but that will allow you to rescue the civilians sooner,” Corporal Hossam said.

Matteo nodded. He appreciated that the man found a way to make this quick while still following his own orders.

The two squads split up then and made a jogging search of the old city. They saw several bound, private security for the nobles, but no monsters. Once they met up again, the corporal released them to head south.

Matteo’s heart beat faster as they left the old city heading south. The rest of his squad complained about the extra work, but were convinced to back him up at least. Matteo was motivated to save lives, but not just random ones. Luna and Karlotta lived in the southern quarter.


Book 2 Chapter 61: The Gathering Storm

“I’m not sure if it’s a good idea for us to go over there. Do you have enough mana for another one of your flame elemental?” Ahmose said.

“No, I’d need another hour of regeneration to get enough for the fire column I used to create that golem,” Matteo said, wishing he had enough for any of his rune words. He would need something powerful to help out here.

It looked terribly dangerous. He wasn't about to dive into that battlefield, he would have to plan something out. There were three open tunnels that were constantly spitting out monsters. There had been buildings between the three tunnels, but not anymore. The tunnels had made them unstable and the hoard of monsters had done the rest.

Now there were more than three hundred monsters attacking the defenders in a combined force, with more arriving every second. Smoke beetles, ghouls, poison nematodes, and light monkeys attacked with abandon. There were two platoons of soldiers holding the line. It wasn’t enough. The poison was steadily weakening the mundane soldiers, and the light monkeys used their innate magic to blind the humans. Ghouls took advantage of the weakness and the beetles broke through the lines. The leader was competent enough to pull back and reform the lines, but it wasn't going to be enough. The defenders were going to get overwhelmed soon, and then it would be mayhem.

“Unless… hold on a second, let me try something,” Matteo said. He traced out a fireball and pulled out his golem core. It took way too long. His hand was still healing.

When he was ready, he pumped a fireball into his elemental golem core. The resulting fire golem was only four inches tall. Matteo stepped back from the tiny guy and traced out another fireball. Once it was ready, Matteo shot his fireball at his flame buddy. The golem absorbed most of the flames, but some of them splashed across the cobblestones.

Five inches. His golem was now five inches tall. This wasn’t going to work. Even if he used the rest of his mana pool on fireballs to grow his golem, it would max out at three feet. He needed to try something else. He told his golem to follow them and he started walking towards the line.

“You sure about this, boss?” Bast said. “This shit doesn’t have to be our problem.”

Matteo glanced back at her and said, “Don’t worry. The plan is to stay behind the front lines at all times.”

Ahmose and Bast both looked relieved. Eman was indifferent. He would be fine as long as he had mana.

As soon as they got close enough, Matteo enacted Plan B. He told his golem to hop onto the tip of his sword, and then he gave it some additional instructions. Once he was sure it understood, he flung the golem over the front lines and into the fray.

Matteo’s high agility proved its worth, and the five-inch golem landed right where he was aiming. It hit the top of a poison nematode’s head. The moment he landed, the monster’s poison breath exploded and the conflagration spread to the surrounding five nematodes.The fire golem absorbed most of the resulting flames.

The now eleven inch fire golem ran as fast as it could on its short little legs. It was hunting poison nematodes. Each time it was successful, it touched off an explosion and grew just a bit bigger. It ran just a bit faster and found its next victim just a bit faster.

While his golem worked, Matteo traced out runes and put his team to work. Bast got the job to suck up the poison when it got too close to the soldiers. He had Ahmose throw her net at nearby beetles (the second net had dissolved while they were in the apartment).

Eman assigned himself to help out more directly. When it looked like the line was about to break, he jumped in and activated his power. The monsters mindlessly attacked him instead and gave the soldiers a chance to regroup.

Once Matteo’s four beads were full of spells, he joined the fight. He started with three oil jet runes. They were surprisingly efficient at only three mana each. Carefully, he spread the oil across the battlefield, as far away from the soldiers as he could get. His fourth rune was a crystal fence. He threw it up in front of a group of beetles so they wouldn’t ricochet into the soldiers.

“Shields up!” Matteo shouted as loud as he could. “Huge Explosion coming.”

That was the signal for his golem to race towards the back of the battle. It was three feet tall now. Its fastest sprint was still somewhat slow. That gave everyone time to take a step back and brace for impact. As soon as its flame feet hit the edge of the oil slick, it ignited. The flames raced across the fifty feet of oil Matteo had laid, setting off the poison breath of dozens of nematodes at once. The resulting fireball would probably have reached thirty feet into the air. Instead, the majority was sucked up into Matteo’s golem.

When the oil was completely burnt off, the fire golem was thirteen feet tall. It towered over the surviving monsters. Everyone was in shock for a moment. The ignition and stuttering pops were almost deafening. In the temporary quiet, Matteo shouted, “Attack the monsters!”

Both flaming hands shot out and crushed a different ghoul’s head. Apparently, its strength increased with its size. The fire golem flew into a frenzy, killing and maiming monsters all around it. It was a whirlwind of death. A fist through went through a nematode body while a kick hit a smoke beetle in the head. Occasionally, monsters would get a good hit in and it would lose some mass. It didn’t shrink too fast because pockets of poison gas were always there to build it back up.

Monsters don’t have morale. Whether they are winning or losing, they continue to attack with the same ferocity. The opposite is true of humans. They heard Matteo’s shout and saw the fire golem decimating the monsters. They were inspired. They fought back faster and stronger.

The combination of an inexorable giant made of flames and two platoons of motivated soldiers shrunk the battlefield. It went from several blocks wide, down to just the area around the three tunnels. There were still monsters pouring in from the three tunnels, but now they were able to restrict the flow. Matteo’s mana was low, but the situation was mostly handled.

“You saved a lot of lives today,” a voice said.

Matteo turned and said, “Thanks, uh… lieutenant. Glad we could help out. I was surprised they didn’t assign any bound to your platoon.”

The lieutenant shook his head. “I was surprised they could spare us. The fighting is heavy out there. I think Thatcham’s entire army is on our doorstep. They need every fighter they can get on the wall.”

“Is it really that bad?”

“It’s worse. Speaking of which, we need to get back on the walls. Do you have anything in your bag of tricks that can plug up the tunnels? They burrowed through the bedrock so we can’t just collapse them,” the lieutenant said.

Matteo looked down to see that he was still holding the bag of artifacts the cultists had brought. In all the running and fighting, it had fallen to the back of his mind. He shook his head and said, “Not in here. I think I can plug up the tunnels. For a short while at least, it won’t last forever.”

“That’s fine. Plug the tunnel at least fifteen feet in and my men can fill the rest with rubble,” the lieutenant said.

Matteo started with the tunnel that his fire golem was already fighting at. Each tunnel had a different monster pouring out of it, and the fire golem had stationed itself atop the tunnel with nematodes crawling out of it. The golem was slowly growing with each pop of fire when the poison breath was ignited.

With the help of the soldiers, they pushed the monsters back. When they were far enough back, Matteo threw up a crystal fence. It fully blocked the tunnel. Matteo moved on while they started throwing in rubble to fill it up. The tunnel spewing out light monkeys and ghouls was next. It was a bit harder than the first, but it was soon plugged.

The tunnel with the smoke beetles was the hardest. The smoke was thick enough that soldiers couldn’t breathe inside it. Matteo would have sent his fire golem in, but he hadn’t been paying attention to his mana. The golem had an upkeep cost that rose with its size. The bigger it was, the faster his mana disappeared. When Matteo ran out of mana, the golem dissolved. The lifeless golem core plunked to the ground. Matteo swayed on his feet for a moment, reeling from bottoming out his mana.

The lieutenant ordered his troops to drop everything they could down the hole. It slowly plugged the tunnel and stopped the beetles from advancing. All three tunnels were blocked. Once they were sure the area was completely clear of monsters, the lieutenant led the two platoons back to the walls. He left a single squad to watch the area and make sure no monsters dug through. Apparently the bound that had dug the tunnels in the first place had already been killed so they weren’t worried about new tunnels opening up.

Eman, Bast and Ahmose went with the lieutenant. They were going to collect their pardons. Matteo promised to meet up with them after he checked in on a friend. He had no intention of doing so.

He had realized he was being stupid before. There was no point in clearing his name and then rescuing Medjay right afterwards. If the Sisters of Truth were going to be after him either way, he wasn’t going to give the authorities another chance to trap him. He was free right now; he needed to check on Karlotta and ensure a quick escape from the city.

First, he had to find his friends and make sure they were ok. Then he had to convince them to anger the Sisters of Truth. Matteo rubbed his temples. He needed to get some sleep.

Finding the right apartment building was harder than he expected. He made it to the right neighborhood quickly, but all the buildings looked the same to him. Stray monsters distracted him and he killed them with his shortsword before he moved on. It wasn’t until the sun had fully risen that he finally found the building Luna’s parents lived in.

There were claw marks across the doorway and the doors were smashed in. A pair of monster corpses lay just inside, light monkeys. Blood splatters painted the lobby. Matteo glanced at the room and raced up the stairs.

He found the correct apartment and quickly drummed on the door.

No one answered.

He knocked again, slower and louder this time.

“Who’s there?” a voice called out.

Matteo sighed in relief. It was Luna. He said, “It’s Matteo. Please let me in.”

“Matteo died.”

“The rumors of my death are greatly exaggerated.”

The apartment door creaked open. Luna’s eyes went wide when she saw it was really him. She grabbed him and pulled him inside, slamming the door shut behind him. Luna was at the door, her parents right beside her. Karlotta peeked out of the bedroom door and rushed over when she saw who it was.

“Are you ok? You are covered in blood. Karlotta can heal now. Maybe we can do something about your eye, too?” Luna said and gestured to his eyepatch.

“Yeah, no, this is monster blood. I would love to get my eye healed, but I am afraid it will require a miracle pill. The eye is gone,” Matteo said casually. At some point, he would probably freak out about missing the eye. He hadn't had the time to think about it yet. He barely had time to breathe.

Despite the gore, Karlotta hugged him and said, “You’re alive. Chiara was right. I knew it.”

Matteo wiped his hand off and patted her head. “I’m alive, no worries. Everything’s fine.”

She pulled back and sternly said, “Everything’s not fine. You lost your eye! We are at war!”

Luna said, “Speaking of which, it looks like you are, or were, in the army. Is that where you have been this whole time? Do you have any idea how the war is going? The nexus says that everything is fine, but monsters in the city are not fine.”

Matteo’s lip quirked up. Mother and child both said 'not fine' the same way. He gestured to the kitchen table and said, “Can I sit down? It’s a long story.”

…

“This is a lot to take in. The Sisters of Truth are the number one charitable organization in the city. They are the only ones that care about the poor. They provide healing for free. Now you are saying they are somehow evil and keeping Medjay captive? Are you sure she doesn’t have things mixed up?”

“The Sisters are the ones that threw me in jail. Even after the warden sent a letter to double check, they said I wasn’t to be released or allowed to send any more letters,” Matteo said.

Luna frowned and looked away. Matteo let her think. He was asking for Karlotta’s help with breaking Medjay out, and he didn’t even know why. The only way she was going to accept is if Luna agreed that this was the right thing to do.

Matteo checked his mana while he waited. He had told them everything and then asked Luna for a favor. While she worked on that he had slept for most of the day. It would be time to leave for the basilica shortly. He was almost full up on mana, a combined total of seventy-two out of eighty-four possible. It was enough for any of his rune words, and more. Hopefully, Medjay won't need to leave the city tonight. He would much prefer to store a few rune words in case there was resistance. At least his hand was back to normal. He would be able to trace out runes on the fly.

“Alright, we will come. But if anything goes sideways, you get her out first, understand?”

“Completely. I won’t risk either of your lives,” Matteo said seriously.

Luna stared him in the eyes. “Alright. Let’s go now. We need to be back before curfew.”

While Karlotta was getting her shoes on, Matteo said, “Did you go talk to that guy while I slept? You know, for my awesome escape plan.”

Luna shook her head. “It isn’t that awesome. But yeah, he said he would do it. I gave him half the money now, and he said he would take the other half when you get there. It’s a waste of money, though. I am sure he will double-cross you.”

Matteo shrugged. “We will see. I think we should be able to convince him since Medjay is part of the Sisters of Truth. They won’t know we are escaping until after we are gone.” He gave her a grin, and she rolled her eyes, unimpressed.

The three of them hurried through the streets, heading for the western gate to the old city. The other people on the road had a haggard look and were moving just as fast. The basilica stood on the edge of the founder built walls. It was just as impressive as when he saw it the first time. Matteo didn’t get a good look at it. He kept his head on a swivel, looking for monsters or another Umbra ambush.

The main steps leading up to the basilica were empty. The church wasn’t doing business today. Matteo tried to avoid attention as he hurried to the side entrance in a nearby alley. His heart unclenched a bit as he caught sight of Chiara. He had believed Medjay when she said his friend was alive. Seeing it in person was different. It hit with a visceral punch.

Chiara turned and had a similar reaction when she saw Matteo. She looked dazed. Then Matteo saw who she was standing next to, and it was his turn to be stunned.


Book 2 Chapter 62: Founder’s Triumph

“Ilaria? What are you doing here?” Matteo asked in shock.

She laughed and said, “Good to see you, too.” She stepped forward and gave him a hug.

“No, I mean,” he started, then shook his head. “I missed you. Glad to see you, even though it’s a surprise.” He turned to Chiara and gave her a hug, too. “I thought you were dead. I am so glad you aren’t.”

“Yes, I missed you too. We got a narrow window, let’s go,” Chiara said and pulled him along. She handed everyone robes and said, “Put these on. Keep your head down and don’t talk.”

Everyone slipped on the robes and pulled up the hoods. Matteo adjusted his bag of artifacts so it wasn’t as obvious he was carrying something under his robes. They were white with blue highlights, just like the ones he had seen in the city. The six of them were the standard group size as well. Chiara had planned this well. Well, except for the fact that Karlotta was so short. Her robes fit her though, so maybe they had initiates here.

Throughout the process, Matteo kept looking back at Ilaria. What was she doing here? His former squad member was just as beautiful as he remembered. He felt a slight pang when he thought of how they had left things. Why was she here? His musings were cut short as they got moving.

Chiara led them through a series of narrow corridors, then taking a series of different stairways up. This was clearly the servant side of things. Every so often, they would get a glimpse of glittering gold and platinum from the main temple as they passed windows. Matteo paid little attention to his surroundings. He was still stunned that Ilaria was here.

He had thought their home, kaiju was a month’s travel from here. Did she come here on her own, or did Tartaruga walk here? The last he had heard, they had the rangers and wardens they needed. They should have a new control orb and be an independent town again.

He would love to think that Ilaria came here for him. He had asked her to come with him, after all. Her decision to stay on the shell felt like a rejection. Now that she was here he wasn’t as sure. Thoughts of her curvy body raced through his mind. He shut them down and tried to focus.

He failed. She was walking right in front of him. He burned to ask her again about why she was here.

Chiara stopped to unlock a doorway. It opened up into a new section of the basilica. The walls were covered in golden runes and ancient art. This hallway was wide and high, clearly meant for the upper echelon of the church.

She quickly led the group to a nearby door and softly knocked. Medjay opened up the door and motioned them inside. She held a finger up to her lips to let them know they couldn’t speak freely yet.

They were in a large, ornate room.  It had thick purple carpet, there were runes on the walls, and the ceiling was softly glowing. It looked like it had once been a bedroom, but couches replaced the bed platforms. A woman in white and blue robes lay on one of the couches, fast asleep. The group snuck by her, careful not to wake her.

Chiara led them into a side room, a walk-in closet larger than Luna’s living room. Medjay brought up the rear and shut the door behind them.

“We can talk normally now,” Chiara said. “There are sound isolation enchantments on the doors.”

Medjay walked over to Matteo and gave him a hug. “I know I said it before, but I am so happy you are alive. And thank you for bringing Karlotta. This is impossible without her.” She gave him a kiss on the cheek and stepped back.

“What is this, anyway?” Luna said. “Matteo wasn’t able to tell me why you needed Karlotta, only that you needed her to help you escape. To be honest, this place doesn’t seem like somewhere I would want to escape from.”

“I can see why you would say that,” Medjay said with a sad smile. “However, a gilded cage is still a cage. The Sisters of Truth control my every move. They stipulate what I should say and do in every situation. They implanted something in my spine that tells them exactly where I am at all times. They pretend that I am one of the ruling class, but a scullery maid has more freedom than I. That’s why I asked you here, so we can surgically remove the tracker and Karlotta can mend me so I don’t die from a cut spine.”

Luna looked around the room and nodded. That was a compelling reason for Karlotta’s presence. She would be saving Medjay’s life and not risking her own.

Medjay continued, “If they only ordered me about, I might acquiesce to their demands. They are my sisters, after all, and I loved them once. However, I have recently learned something terrible, a vile lie they perpetuate. I cannot stand idly by while thousands die.”

“What lie?” Luna asked.

“It’s better off if you don’t know. For now, at least. I can tell you all about it after we are successful. First things first. Chiara, get the knife,” Medjay said.

Chiara opened up a box and pulled out a strange knife. It looked like a handle with a thin wire outline of a knife. She pressed a rune, and the knife started glowing and made a high-pitched whine. She grimaced and deactivated the enchanted knife once more.

“I really don’t want to do this. What if I cut the wrong thing?” Chiara said.

“Please don’t cut anything but the tracker. I would die. They embedded it there so I wouldn’t be tempted to do exactly what we are about to do,” Medjay said. She started taking off her robes and said, “Matteo, turn around.”

He nodded and did as she asked. He was the only male in the room, and she needed to disrobe for the operation.

“See, that’s what I’m talking about. This is one of those situations where you are supposed to say: ‘Don’t worry Chiara, I believe in you. You can do it,’ instead of telling me you are afraid I might kill you,” Chiara said, her voice wavering.

Ilaria spoke up. “My agility is seventeen. I would be happy to help if that’s higher than yours.”

“Oh, yes, please. Mine’s only fifteen,” Chiara said.

Matteo could hear some shuffling around. He felt compelled to add., “If dexterity is really that vital, I could help. My agility is at twenty-nine and I have an evolution that concentrates it in my hands.”

No one responded. Matteo continued to stare at the dresses and blouses hanging in the closet. He wasn’t going to risk turning around. He would hate to be called a pervert.

“What? Are you serious, Matteo? What level did you get after you left home?” Ilaria eventually said.

He started to turn, but then jerked his head back to the clothing. “Yes, I’m serious. I’m level eighteen, no, twenty-two.” The extra four levels from his second artifact made that confusing.

“You can turn around, Matteo,” Medjay said.

He turned to see she was holding her robe up to her chest to cover her breasts. She was staring at him with wide eyes, an expression mirrored by Ilaria, Chiara, and Luna.

Matteo felt uncomfortable with the attention. He shrugged and said, “Yeah, I get that it’s high. I don’t know why you are surprised, Chiara. You were with me when I got the evolution.”

“Well, yeah, but I didn’t think it was that high,” Chiara said.

Matteo suspected she had just forgotten. He was about to tease her about it when he was interrupted.

Medjay gave a short laugh and said, “Well, Matteo, will you please be my surgeon?”

“Of course,” Matteo said. “What exactly am I doing here?”

Medjay gestured to Chiara as she lay face down on top of the padded bench in the middle of the room. Luna lay a towel across her back to preserve her modesty. Matteo was directed to one side of the bench and Karlotta to the other.

Chiara pointed to a spot on her upper back and said, “Do you see the discoloration around this square here? That’s where they implanted the tracking enchantment. You need to carefully cut out the square and extract the tracker they added. There should be a clear difference in construction.”

Medjay turned her head and said, “Please try and avoid cutting any of the thin white cables. Those are my nerves. I might not be able to walk again if you cut the wrong ones. Karlotta, your job will be to mend my spine after he takes the tracker out. Chiara can help you with that.”

Karlotta seriously nodded and said, “I know all about spines. Grandpa’s been teaching me. He said I will be a master healer one day.”

Matteo dropped his bag of artifacts and took off his robes. He accepted the enchanted wire knife with some trepidation. With a deep breath, he bent over Medjay’s prone body and activated the knife. A deep buzz filled the room. From this close, it was hard to remember she was made of metal. Her skin looked just like a human’s, only tinted a metallic green.

His first incision was too shallow, so he had to cut again. This time, he was able to make all four cuts at the right depth. He pulled a small rectangle of skin off her back and handed it to Chiara. Then he looked inside her torso. It was thick with enchanted gears, pistons, and cables of every color. Her spine was accessible now. A blue pulse ran up and down its center, almost like a heartbeat.

“This doesn’t look like Grandpa’s book,” Karlotta softly whispered.

“Don’t worry. We can do this,” Matteo whispered back, despite the fact that everyone in the room could hear them. He smiled at Karlotta and refocused on Medjay.

Bright metal clued Matteo in on the location of the tracker. He carefully sent the knife in, making a series of careful cuts. The tracker was only slightly smaller than the rectangle cut for it, and he slowly pulled it out.

With the tracker out, her spine started leaking blue fluid. Probably the refined crystallium she had been looking for. He stepped back and Chiara gave Karlotta a small chunk of metal with some instructions. A careful application of her mending artifact slowly repaired Medjay's spine.

Not five minutes later, the job was done. Everyone stepped back and Karlotta said, “Did it work? Are you ok now?”

Medjay slowly stood up, moving her limbs one after another. Matteo got a reminder of exactly how anatomically correct she was. He forced himself to quickly turn around. He was becoming closely acquainted with her wardrobe. Chiara tapped his shoulder when it was safe to turn back around.

“What’s the secret?” Karlotta said. “We did the surgery. You can tell us now, right?”

Medjay ran a hand over her metal hair. She sighed and said, “My secret is too dangerous. As much as I want your help, Karlotta, I can’t in good conscience allow you to endanger yourself any further. Chiara, can you please escort Karlotta out?”

“Nuh uh. We are friends. I wanna help you,” Karlotta said with a pout.

Luna knelt next to her daughter and said, “You are a good girl. It’s wonderful that you want to help your friend. But Medjay isn’t your only friend, is she? Nila is your friend, and you helped her when she got hurt, right? A lot of your friends might need your help back home. Let’s go and make sure they are safe, ok?”

Karlotta folded her arms and looked away. It took some more convincing, but they eventually got Karlotta to leave willingly. There was another round of hugs and Medjay slipped several stater into Luna’s hand. Once they slipped out with Chiara, Ilaria turned to Matteo.

“What happened to your eye? Does it hurt?” Ilaria said.

Matteo brought his hand to his eyepatch. “No, it doesn’t hurt. I got it healed. I’ll have to save up for a miracle pill, I guess. That’s not important, though. How did you get here, of all places?”

Ilaria flipped her blond hair and sat down on the padded bench. “It’s all your fault, actually. Twice over, in fact.”

Matteo pulled over a stepstool. “What do you mean?”

“As soon as we were linked up to the seashell network, the triumvirate ordered Tartaruga to come to the capital. After surviving the battle with the Thatcham kaiju, they said we were needed to support the war effort. They cleared all of the town’s debts, including the one for the new control orb. The new director felt like we had no choice.

“Who’s the new director?”

“I don’t think you know her, Silvia Mattarella. She’s nice,” Ilaria said. “So anyway, surviving the battle was your fault, so that’s why Tartaruga is outside the walls. Guarding the southern wall, thank Ma’at. The fighting isn’t nearly as bad there.”

“They’re here? Is everyone ok?”

“Yeah, everyone you know is fine. We have been doing drills for the entire month it took for Tartaruga to walk here. Director Silvia has given everyone who wants one an artifact, so our fighting force is stronger than the little Thatcham shits expected,” Ilaria said with a vicious grin.

Matteo leaned back and blinked a bit. “I left home, so Tartaruga Town would be spared the war and now they are in the middle of it. I should have just stayed home.”

“I, for one, am endlessly grateful that you didn’t,” Medjay said and put her hand on his shoulder.

Matteo patted her shoulder and said, “Thanks.” He took a deep breath and said, “What was your secret that you didn’t want Karlotta to know about?”

Medjay squeezed his shoulder and shivered. She said, “It’s unsettling to think about, let alone to discuss. I am requesting your assistance, so it must be done.” She paused for a moment then said, “The goddesses are dead. All three of them.”


Book 2 Chapter 63: War of the Goddesses

“That’s blasphemy!” Ilaria said and stood up.

Matteo put his hand up in a calming gesture. He knew Medjay was devout, so he said, “What exactly do you mean? The goddesses are clearly not dead. We see their influence everywhere. Ma’at provides us with artifacts and justice. Isfet sends monsters and chaos, and Echidna births kaiju and storms. Their divinity is all around us. How can they be dead?”

Medjay made placating gestures towards Ilaria and said, “Please sit and extend the same open mind your friend has. I promise to explain everything. First off, I am not positive that the goddesses are really dead, only that they are no longer on our planet, Misr. You are correct that artifacts, monsters, and kaiju still remain, but that is due to the divine spell forms the goddesses left behind. Their magic remains, but their souls are long gone.”

Ilaria folded her arms and grunted. “Impossible. They are omniscient and omnipotent. Even a child knows this.”

“Yes, that is what I was taught as well,” Medjay nodded. She looked to the door and said, “We do not have much time before my minder wakes up from her sleeping draught. Let me give you an abbreviated version of how I learned this.

“My sisters welcomed me into their fold as soon as the Umbra brought me to them. My days were full of reunions and remembrances. I often asked to speak to the goddesses, but there was always an excuse why I could not. The goddesses were my saviors and parents. I yearned to speak with them.

“Eventually, I snuck away and went to the basement, the spot where the Cardinal speaks with Ma’at. At first, I was overjoyed to speak with her. But it soon became clear she did not remember me. This should have been impossible. A goddess cannot forget. With my heart sinking, I eventually asked her what her favorite color was, and why.”

Matteo stood and said, “No, you can’t be serious.”

“What does a favorite color have to do with anything?” Ilaria asked.

He said, “Automatons are only imitations of life. They can mimic the same answers a person would give, but they can’t tell you why they say what they do. They could tell you their favorite color is green, but not know why. A person will say they like green because it reminds them of a fresh salad. An automaton will be unable to even make up an answer to that question.”

“An accurate summary of my test. When I asked the spellform below, it could not answer me,” Medjay said. She sat down and put her elbows on her knees. “I gave it numerous tests, and it failed all of them. It felt like my world was crumbling. I raced upstairs and confronted my sisters.

“They explained something they had all known for decades. The goddesses are gone. Dead or missing, we don’t know. They left behind three divine spellforms, imitations of Ma’at, Isfet, and Echidna. The spellforms shape the magic of the world to continue their legacies and provide divine tears, what you call miracle pills. They have been leading the church and the three nations ever since.”

“Three nations?” Ilaria said.

Medjay flicked her hand. “Carcassonne is only in conflict with Thatcham, but there is a third nation on the far side of Thatcham called Ceto. It houses the spellform for Echidna. Thatcham houses the form for Isfet, and below us sits the one for Ma’at. Or at least, that was true at one point. Things have changed in the last twenty years and led to this war.”

“What changed?”

“The spellforms are slowly degrading. Perhaps sixty years ago, the divine automatons were in danger of collapsing. My sisters live in the three nations and decided to work together to connect them to each other. It succeeded in stabilizing each divine automaton by dividing up the work between each one. It worked for a time. The spellforms continued to degrade and my sisters had to make a choice. They knew that there was only enough divine magic enough to support a single spellform, not three. They went to war with each other to destroy the other two. That is why the entire Thatcham army is here, to destroy what lies underneath the basilica.”

They were quiet for a moment and then Matteo asked, “Why fight at all? Why did your sisters go to war against each other instead of just letting two of the imitations die? I thought your sisters all loved each other.”

“Excellent question. One that I posed myself. It has to do with the reason my sisters are still alive. They have been consuming miracle pills to make themselves immortal. There isn’t enough divine magic left to produce enough miracle pills to keep all of my sisters alive. Each group of sisters has decided they are going to be the ones to survive and destroy the other two divine spellforms. The remaining sisters would be the immortal leaders of everyone on Misr. The new goddesses,” Medjay said.

“And they would only have to kill hundreds of thousands to do it,” Matteo said.

“Exactly. An unacceptable outcome,” Medjay said and stood back up. “I have decided to destroy the spellform below us. It will end the war here. Then I will travel to Thatcham and Ceto and destroy the imposters there too. All of my sisters have proven themselves unworthy of the gift of immortality.”

Matteo opened and closed his mouth a few times. He felt like her plan was the right course of action. He couldn’t make himself blaspheme out loud. Instead, he said, “Last night I risked my life to fight an army of monsters led by Thatcham cultists, or soldiers, or whatever. I did that because these are my people and Ma’at is my god. You are saying I need to give all of that up to murder what Ma’at left behind? Her divine spellform is all we have left of her. Why can’t we start with Isfet?”

“We will destroy that one, too. All three of the spellforms must be wiped out. It’s the only way to stop the wars and break the hold my sisters have on humanity,” Medjay said. “We must destroy the one here first because they are working on an impenetrable defense. It will be completed within the week. We must strike now. It’s the same reason why Thatcham attacked now. They have spies that let them know about the project.”

“This is a lot to take in.”

“It is, and I deeply regret having to tell you the truth of the world. I know firsthand how much that hurts,” Medjay said earnestly. “But I need your help if we are to be successful. Go home now, come to peace with the way things are. We will act during my next break tomorrow afternoon.”

“We aren’t doing anything now?” Matteo said, surprised. He had thought they were breaking her out today.

“No, I need to take my shift up on the wall soon. The only reason I got a break was to refill my mana. Don’t forget your bag when you go,” Medjay said.

“Oh, speaking of which, I took these artifacts off of the cultists. I think they knew the same thing you do and were planning on using them to destroy the divine automaton. Do you need them?” Matteo said, as he held the bag open for her.

She glanced inside and said, “That’s an impressive collection. You are right. They would have used these to power a weapon that could disrupt the divine mana. They would have used an enchanted device of some kind to detonate an explosion in the basilica. Good thing you stopped them. This much power would have leveled half the old city. Anyway, feel free to absorb them. I have a much better plan.”

Matteo looked down at the bag and swore. “I thought I risked my life for nothing when I fought the cultists. I guess it was for the best, after all.”

“Half the city owes you their lives. But you must go now. Tomorrow at fourth bell, be at the side entrance to the basilica and have your pen full of force traps. Thank you again,” Medjay said and hugged him tight. She gave him a quick peck on the lips and then looked embarrassed. She took a step back and straightened her robes.

“Let’s go,” Ilaria said and took Matteo’s arm.

The woman on the couch was waking up as they walked through the bedroom. Medjay waved goodbye to them and walked over to the couches. Chiara arrived as they were leaving and gave them a reminder of how to leave. The walk back through the basilica got Matteo’s heart pumping, but was ultimately uneventful. They were out on the street within minutes.

“Wow. Just… wow,” Ilaria said as soon as they stuffed the robes into her bag.

“Yeah. Not what I was expecting when she asked me to come rescue her. I thought we were going to escape the city. I had this whole plan set up,” Matteo said distractedly. He felt numb. Almost everything he knew about the world was a lie.

“How well do you know Medjay? I mean, I know Chiara vouched for her, but like, are we a hundred percent sure she is telling the truth?” Ilaria said.

“I… I wish I could say she might be wrong. I don’t think she is. She’s brilliant. She’s also devout. Medjay spent most of her first day after her rebirth trying to reconnect with the goddesses. That’s the other thing. Apparently, when the goddesses were here, they would directly answer prayers. With words, not just vague feelings,” Matteo said.

“Oh,” Ilaria said softly.

They walked in silence for a few minutes before Matteo said, “So, where are we heading? Can we visit Tartaruga, or did you have other plans?”

“Yes!” Ilaria said brightly. “I mean, yes, we can visit Tartaruga. All of the defense kaiju are stationed right up against the walls. We can walk right out there. It’s easy leaving the walls. It’s coming back into the city that’s a real bitch.”

“Just a few days ago, I thought I was never going to see my family again. It’s amazing to realize that I can see them today.”

“Totally. Chiara said they told her that you had been killed, but they threw you in jail instead. That must have been hard on both of you.”

Matteo chuckled. “Maybe not so hard for her. She’s a good friend, but she keeps going out of her way to talk about how she isn’t attracted to me. Comments about how ugly I am when nobody said anything about looks. That kind of thing. I bet she didn’t miss me at all.”

Ilaria’s posture relaxed, and she said, “You know that she missed you. She said Medjay, and her were heartbroken. They had a funeral for you and everything.”

“Oh… I suppose it’s good I didn’t die,” Matteo said with a half-grin.

“They weren’t the only ones missing you,” Ilaria said. “I missed you too. I said it was your fault I was in the city. I didn’t just mean that they drafted Tartaruga for the war effort. I came inside the city looking for you. I wanted to reconnect.”

Matteo looked at her, surprised. “Reconnect? I asked you to come with me, but you said no. I thought that meant you didn’t want to be with me that way.”

“It wasn’t that. We were all still reeling from the battle with the crab. I needed some time to reset, to be with my family for a bit. A few weeks ago, I realized I missed you, and I regret not coming with you. I wanted to see if you were still interested in exploring a relationship,” Ilaria said. “Unless you are spoken for. I saw the way Medjay kissed you.”

“No, uh… we aren’t anything official,” Matteo said quickly. “I mean, I think she’s great, but I think you are great too…” He felt his face heating up. He looked around for a distraction. They were almost to the walls, and he pointed to the gate and said, “What’s going on over there?”

She rolled her eyes and turned to see what he was pointing at. The southern gate was wide open and two dozen guards were stationed on this side. As they watched, all of them turned towards the gate and rushed through. There was only a single guard left within the city.

“I don’t know. I’ve never seen that happen before,” Ilaria said.


Book 2 Chapter 64: Gearing Up

Ilaria and Matteo slowly approached the remaining guard stationed at the southern gate. When they were twenty feet away, the woman held up her hand and shouted, “Do not approach. No one is allowed in the tunnel right now. We are fighting off some monsters that landed on the buttress walkways. We have to keep the tunnel empty in case they need to do a tactical retreat.”

Matteo stopped walking and said, “About how long will this take?”

“As long as it takes,” the guard shouted back.

“We want to go visit one of the kaiju outside. Do you think we should wait here or come back another time?” Matteo said, trying to be polite despite the guard’s rudeness.

“Come back in an hour or so and check,” she said at a more reasonable volume.

Matteo nodded, and he and Ilaria wandered off. They had some time to kill. It would have been easy to find a pleasant distraction most days. Since the city was currently besieged, the streets were mostly empty.

“Did you eat yet? I know a restaurant a few blocks away that has stayed open despite the battle,” Ilaria said.

“I ate right before I met you all at the basilica,” Matteo said. He looked down at the bag he was still holding. “What about a store that sells artifacts? Do you think we can find one that’s open?”

“You wanna sell the artifacts you got from the cultists? Why not absorb them instead? We are going to need magical power more than money tomorrow,” Ilaria said.

“If we absorbed these, we would get a single good level up out of them. But these are super high level artifacts. It would be a waste to use them like that. I figure we can trade these for dozens of level ups for everyone on our team,” Matteo said.

Ilaria’s eyes widened. “Oh! Yeah, that’s a great idea. I don’t know if any of those shops are still open, but let’s go to the tilt market and see.”

They hurried east across the city, jogging to make sure they got there before nightfall. Once they got to the large open area, Matteo had to stop in shock. The last time he had been here, it was packed with people. The sound of the massed crowd had almost been deafening. Now there was less than a tenth of that crowd. Most of the stalls were empty now. The few customers and shopkeepers that braved the market talked softly and made their transactions quickly.

Even so, the tilt market wasn’t empty. There were still thousands in the square, buying the ever diminishing produce and foodstuffs. Matteo made a mental note to thank Luna for feeding him. It must have been expensive for her.

Together, the two of them hurried downhill towards the fountain in the middle of the market. This area was even more deserted. Luxury items weren't as important in the middle of a besieged city. Still, it wasn’t completely empty. Ilaria led him to a stall that was still open. It was one of the converted bank vaults, a stall in name only.

“Greetings, customers. Are you in the market for artifacts? I have a special discount for those going to defend the walls today,” the shopkeeper said with a smile.

“Hello there,” Matteo said happily. He had forgotten that he was still wearing the military jacket they gave him when he protected the old city. “Good to see you. We are in the market for several artifacts. We were hoping for an exchange, actually. We got a few artifacts from the cultists we killed. I don’t know why they attacked the old city with unbound artifacts, but their mistake will be your fortune.”

“I would be happy to examine the artifacts you believe to be unbound,” the shopkeep said. “Luckily for you, I am a licensed artifact appraiser, so I will be able to give you a price right away.”

Matteo could tell he was dubious that they were unbound. It was far more likely that he had picked up the artifacts from dead soldiers. Once a bound was dead, their artifact was worthless. Thankfully, Matteo could tell these were unbound, so the shopkeeper was in for a shock.

He pulled out a purple artifact and plopped it onto the man’s counter. The shopkeeper pulled out a variety of enchanted instruments and started examining it. While he waited, Matteo glanced around the shop. There was a wide variety of artifacts behind glass lining the shop walls. They were separated by color and function. This was a serious shop with high-level artifacts. They were lucky someone of this caliber was open today.

“Do you have any idea what you have here?” the man said in shock.

Matteo turned back around with a smile. “I have an idea, yes. My senses stat has a magic vision evolution. It’s a purple magic artifact, somewhere in the range of level sixty or so.”

The man’s eyes flicked up to Matteo’s eyepatch but tactfully said nothing about it. “Level fifty-three, to be precise. This could level up an anchor. It’s only slightly less powerful than a relic. Where did you get this? I won’t deal with stolen artifacts,” the shopkeep said and pushed it back.

“It’s not stolen. I told you, there was a contingent of cultists in the old city. We were sent to deal with them. After I killed the cultists, we found these artifacts. Our best guess was they were trying to make some type of magical bomb,” Matteo said.

“I suppose this would count as spoils of war, then. You would have a legal right to this, but I imagine the army would want it anyway,” the man said dubiously.

“Lucky for you, they don’t know it exists. I am a volunteer, not a full member of the army. No one in military command has even heard of these,” Matteo said.

The man pulled the artifact back towards him and looked it over again. It was a purple magic Rod of Tactics, but Matteo couldn’t tell him that. He would wonder who had examined it before him, and why he hadn’t sold it to them.

The shopkeep seemed to come to a decision. “You said you wanted to exchange these for artifacts? What colors are your magics and what levels do you need?”

“We need several level ups for green magic over level eighteen. Several more for red magic over level four. Some orange magic over level twelve, and some blue magic over level…” Matteo trailed off and pointed at Ilaria.

She caught on quickly and said, “Twenty.”

“Twenty! That’s good. You’ve had an eventful last month,” Matteo said.

“Like you wouldn’t believe. I’ll have to tell you all about it after this is all over,” she said with a smile.

“You are asking for a lot for a single artifact. I know it’s a high level, but still,” the man said, not taking his eyes off the artifact on his counter.

Matteo smiled and placed a yellow magic artifact on the counter. “I did say I had more than one, didn’t I?”

“That’s more like it,” the man said and rubbed his hands together. Once he examined it, he started pulling out artifacts from behind his counter and off the walls. Eventually, he said, “For these two artifacts, I can give you two blue artifacts, four orange ones, three green, and five red artifacts. All of them are at levels you can use. Straight trade, you don’t have to give me anything.”

Ilaria gently pushed the piles back on the counter. She said, “You know, when I hit level sixteen, it was suddenly much harder to find artifacts I could use. My mentor told me that higher-level artifacts are much rarer. Once you get past level twenty-five, they are exponentially rarer. You need to give us a much better deal.”

The shopkeep didn’t move. He folded his arms and said, “Yes, that is true. Normally, I would have to go to the bank to get a loan to buy these. But there are extenuating circumstances. You clearly can’t use them yourselves. You are obviously desperate for quick power. Maybe wanting to escape the city and avoid the long siege?” Ilaria tried to respond, and he held up his hand. “The real problem is selling these. Anyone that would want to buy these is in the military, fighting Thatcham as we speak. They are going to take a single look at them and confiscate them for the war effort. I will have to accept whatever they feel like giving me.”

Matteo nodded. That was a good point. Ilaria put her hand on his shoulder and shook her head slightly. He understood and stepped back to let her negotiate.

“Listen. We may be contractors, but we are still helping the war effort. If we are successful in our next mission, it will end the war within the week. Within the week, I tell you!” Ilaria said. “We need all the levels we can get if we want any hope of succeeding.”

She gestured to the bag Matteo was still holding and said, “You saw our bag isn’t empty, right? How about this? You fill that counter with as many artifacts as we can use and we will see how many more artifacts we are willing to pull out of the bag.”

The man gave Matteo’s bag a careful look. He jangled it helpfully to show that it was still mostly full. This only made the man frown. He said, “If this is all an elaborate way to steal from me, I want you to know I have the best enchantments known to man, and the guards outside are the deadliest we could buy.”

“We have no intentions other than leveling up and making you rich,” Ilaria said calmly.

“Yeah, yeah. Let me see what I can do,” the man grumped.

He pulled out some boxes from the back and started adding artifacts to the table. Ilaria was a tough negotiator, only giving up one more artifact, the black magic one. In exchange, they got seven blue artifacts, six orange, four green, and nine red. It was an amazing haul, particularly since Matteo got to absorb two of those piles. He was gaining thirteen levels today. That was the most in a single day, including when he was just starting out. Ilaria absorbed her artifacts right away, and Matteo packed the rest of them away.

Ilaria was skipping as they walked back towards the southern gate. She said, “This is the best day ever. I thought it would take me ten years to get past twenty-five. Now, I’m all the way up to twenty-seven.”

Matteo chuckled as she skipped higher and higher. She had gotten some more strength and agility with the upgrades and was having fun testing out her new limits. To his shock, she kept going higher. Once she was six feet in the air, electric halos formed around her feet and hands and lifted her another ten feet higher.

“You can fly now?!”

Ilaria’s power cut out, and she fell to the ground. She rolled and jumped back up to her feet. “Yeah, I can! Soon enough, I am going to be flying all over the city. Maybe going to practice somewhere safe, though.”

Matteo smiled and said, “Remember when we practiced having my dad throw us with his artifact? A dirt field was the softest place I could think of. We were so dirty.”

“Of course I remember. It was only a few months ago,” Ilaria said. “I know it’s been wild since then, but it hasn’t been too long since we were on the same team, trying to save Tartaruga Town.”

“Trying and succeeding,” Matteo said with a finger raised triumphantly.

“That’s entirely true. You know, some of our Rangers saw you fighting that three headed kaiju a few days ago. They have been asking about you ever since. I bet they will throw a party for their famous war hero friend when you get back,” Ilaria said.

“Yeah right,” Matteo said. “They have more important things to worry about than some guy they barely knew.”

The guards were back at their posts when they got there, and they were able to walk right on by. Matteo felt a rush of homesickness as soon as he saw it. Tartaruga was turtled up and resting right outside the walls. Splashes of magic from the leading edge showed there were Wardens protecting the town. Other than that, his hometown seemed idyllic and peaceful.

Ilaria led him back into town. Apparently, she had been promoted to captain while he was gone. The Wardens guarding the edge of the shell all saluted her as they arrived. To Matteo’s surprise, she had been right. They threw him a party in the town square that night. His parents were happy to see him, and pestered him for stories about his time away.

He told them an edited version, downplaying the dangers of the last few months. They told him stories of the last two months as well. He hoped they were exaggerating because it was an adventure worthy of an epic song.

Eventually, the party wound down and Matteo found himself back in his parent’s house. He had to sleep on the couch. The hammock he used to use at home had been destroyed when he lost the dimensional bag. Losing his last connection to Director Chrisos still hurt. He shifted his focus to a different bag for now. It was finally time to absorb the stash of artifacts.


Book 2 Chapter 65: The Corrupting Influence of Power

Matteo started with the red magic artifacts. He had nine of them and he couldn’t choose how any of the upgrades were assigned. Best to get it all done in one go and check what changed afterwards.

It irked him slightly that he had to communicate verbally with his elemental golem core. Not that he would ever complain aloud about that. He had two artifacts. That was more than his wildest dreams. He said, “Yes” out loud, one after another until all nine artifacts had been absorbed. He ended up assigning four of them to upgrade his body and the remaining five to his golem core. Once he was done, he excitedly pulled up his stat screen to read what had changed.

	Rune Scribe Pen Bond with Matteo Del Fante
Elemental Golem Core Bond with Matteo Del Fante

	Affinity : 79%
Affinity : 62%
	Green Aptitude : 66%
Red Aptitude : 72 %

	Magic Energy : 20 (+12)
	Strength : 15 (+5)

	Flexibility : Medium
Command Method: Remote
	Agility : 29 (+3)

	Activation : Rune Words
Creation Efficiency : 1/10
	Senses : 18 (+4)

	Mana Pool : 64/64 (+20/35)
	Constitution : 30 (+4)

	Level 18 (+13)

		


Agility had gotten a small bump. Not that he needed the extra three points there, since it was already high. Still, every bit of agility would help him in the upcoming fight. Senses got another four points. He wasn’t sure if everything looked a little sharper now or if he was imagining it.

That was it for body improvements. Four level-ups had only netted him a total of seven points of upgrade. That was the problem with the standard human system. It automatically assigned points regardless if there was a better use of that level up.

The changes to his artifact were better. There was a nice bump to his mana pool, an extra fifteen points. His affinity increased to sixty-two percent, so he should be able to use his golems better. He got his creation efficiency down. Now he was getting a tenth of his material back in golem size. The command method changed as well. It was remote now. He wasn’t sure what that meant, but he was excited about trying it out. Thankfully, he knew that he could still verbally command his golems even if remote turned out to be something useless.

Next were his green magic artifacts. He rubbed his hands together. There were only four of them, but he expected the changes to his pen artifact to be substantial. The first artifact he absorbed was a Mask of Mischief. He didn’t see any synergies between this one and his artifact, so he selected to upgrade his body.

To his delight, he got six points of strength out of the upgrade. It was what he had been hoping for forever. With an effective strength of twenty-six, he was finally on the level of the bound he had idolized in his youth.

The next artifact didn’t go as well. He selected to upgrade his pen with the Rabbit’s Foot of Multiplication. Unfortunately, the only reasonable upgrade was a measly three points to magic energy. That meant his spells would pack a slightly stronger punch, but power had never been his weakness.

He moved on to the third artifact, a Book of Jokes. He wasn’t sure if the modifier jokes were something he wanted, but he decided to upgrade his pen, anyway. To his surprise, it was a good option. He could choose to upgrade his flexibility to elevated or his affinity to a hundred percent. While the former would be useful, he immediately selected the latter. His affinity being at a hundred percent would mean he would be able to perfectly use his pen in any situation. He couldn’t wait to try it out.

The Swift Rolling Pin was a letdown after the book. He selected his body and got four more points of agility. It was his highest stat once more. He had to be reaching the limits of agility soon. Either that or he was underestimating how fast and dexterous higher level people were.

With a clap, Matteo stood up. It was past bedtime, and he was worn out from the party. That didn’t matter. He was going out right now to experiment with his two improved artifacts. Oh! And with his stronger body, too.

After he slipped out of his parent’s house, he raced tailward towards the edge of the shell. There were Wardens stationed along the edge of the shell. Occasionally, they would shoot a bow or use their artifact to kill nearby monsters. They were the remnants of the monster swarm that had hit the northern side of Carcassonne. Matteo gave the Wardens a wave and started experimenting.

His first test was with his rune scribe pen. He traced out a quick waterjet. He paused before he cast the spell. That had felt different. He felt like he knew the rune much better now, which is weird since he had long since memorized it. Then he realized what the difference was.

He could identify the different parts of the rune now. The runic master had shown him where the elemental water part of the rune was, and which part was responsible for the jetting action. Now he knew that information for himself. He could separate out all of his runes into the component parts now. The runic lesson he had received on the crocodile covered a few of his existing runes, but now he knew how to adjust all the runes, even new ones he hadn't learned yet.

That meant that he could separate out his force trap rune and create a fire trap or a crystal trap. He decided to make them both right away. He was able to trace out both runes without a single mistake. Another nice benefit to perfect affinity. He cast a fire trap to his left and a crystal trap to his right. The fire trap spell created a red rectangle and then faded from view. The crystal one was pink.

A clod of dirt from a nearby field served to trigger the two traps. The fire trap rune was, as expected, a sudden blast of directed fire. The crystal trap rune was interesting. It sent a dozen crystal spears flying out off the edge of the shell. Each one had a long and narrow tip, perfect for piercing armor.

He laughed and did a little dance. He turned to his golem core next. There was a lot he didn’t know about how it worked. Why had he been able to create a small metal golem, but not one using the vault door? Why did his crystal fence work as a material for golem creating when crystal wasn’t one of the elements?

He jogged back over to the field and tried to create a dirt golem. It didn’t work. Neither did a tree or plant golem. That was almost a relief. It meant he at least understood some of the rules for golem creation. It was an elemental golem core, so he could only create golems out of basic elements.

He traced out a crystal fence and converted it into a golem. The resulting golem looked identical to the one he had created before, with the same sharp, pointed legs and arms. It looked at him awaiting commands.

“How do I command you remotely?” Matteo mused.

It continued its lifeless stare. Matteo tapped his chin. Does remote mean he could give it verbal commands from farther away? Worth a try.

“Run over to that bench, wait sixty seconds, and return,” Matteo said. Once it was out of range, he softly said, “Cancel previous command. Jump up and down.”

It didn’t work.

Once the crystal golem returned, Matteo mentally examined his connection with the golem core. It felt the same as before. He could sense the core’s position even without seeing it. Just like with his pen, there was a tether linking the two of them. They were bound together.

Idly, he tried commanding the golem to jump, mentally shouting at the tether. The tether didn’t listen, but he noticed that he could push his attention along that line. Within moments, his consciousness shot across the tether. His vision was suddenly tinted pink. He started falling and was unable to catch himself. It wasn’t until he was sitting on his butt that he realized what was going on.

Matteo was inside the golem. He could pilot it as if he was wearing crystal armor. He brought his crystal arms up in front of his face and examined the points. He had no hands, just one long sharp forearm. The golem had no feet, so that was why he had fallen to the ground. He didn’t know how to walk on spikes and his dexterity didn’t transfer over.

The experience of being a golem was novel, but unsettling. He rolled to his knees and tried to stand up. He failed. Whatever instincts the golem was made with, he didn’t have them. With a voiceless sigh, Matteo followed the tether back to his body.

He found himself face down on the ground. With a groan, he stood up and brushed himself off. Apparently, his flesh body was unconscious while he piloted the golem. He would have to find a good spot to lay down next time he tried that.

Further experimentation was warranted, but the late night was finally getting to him. He would have time to experiment tomorrow. For today, he needed sleep. He walked back to his parent’s house and stumbled into bed. He was out within seconds.

…

“You ready to go?” Ilaria said.

“Yep. Spells stored, had a döner for lunch, got my gear on, said goodbye to my family. I am ready as I can be. How about you? Are you sure you want to come with us?” Matteo said with a raised eyebrow.

“Yep, I’m not afraid. Don’t worry. I’m ready for battle,” Ilaria said and knocked on her own armor.

“That’s not what I meant. We are infiltrating the home of the true rulers of Carcassonne and destroying the only thing keeping them immortal. There is a good chance we will have to flee the city. You might not see home again for years, if ever again.”

“Like I said, I’m ready.”

Matteo nodded and started jogging towards the walls of Carcassonne. The turtle was right up against the walls, but it was large enough that it would take too long to walk across. When they were halfway there, Ilaria spoke up.

“I told you earlier that everyone you know is safe. That’s true, but that doesn’t mean I haven’t lost anyone. When we arrived here, the army asked for twenty of our bound to man the walls. Some of them came from my squad, others were good friends,” she said and paused. “Most of them are dead now. A Thatcham soldier sent poison gas up over the wall.”

They jogged in silence for a moment before Ilaria said, “This war isn’t righteous. It’s blasphemy. The real Ma’at would never condone it. I want to destroy this imposter, and all of the sisters that made it happen. No matter the cost.”

“I’m with you. We need to stop the automatons and stop the war. It sickens me, but it must be done. When this is all over, I want to take a vacation, one where I don’t use my artifacts to attack for years and years.”

“Artifacts? With an S?”

“Oh, yeah. I guess I didn’t tell the rest of you yet. I have two artifacts now. I think I already told you my arm is the one bound to the pen. Now my flesh and bones are bound to an elemental golem core.”

“Really? You aren’t messing with me?”

“Really. I can make golems now. I can show you later, but they are pretty cool. Metal, fire, crystal, all kinds of golems I can order around. I bet you will love the metal one. He’s so cute.”

“I look forward to seeing your cute little guy.”

Matteo glanced over to see if that was an innuendo, but she wasn’t looking at him. They arrived at the basilica a few minutes later. Chiara let them in the side door. Medjay was there too, without her minder. Once everyone had their white and blue robes on, Matteo turned to Medjay.

“What’s the plan? You didn’t give us all the details yesterday, but I figure we should get on the same page before we head down,” he said.

Medjay opened her mouth, but Chiara interjected and said, “Actually. I was hoping I could convince you all that this is a bad idea.”

“What? I was under the impression you were a staunch supporter of this plan,” Medjay said.

“I’ve been thinking. What if we left this divine spellform and only destroyed the other two? I know it isn’t really Ma’at down there, but it thinks it is. The spellform provides us artifacts we need to kill all the monsters out there. Who are we to deprive mankind of the best weapon against the horde at the gate?”

Medjay shook her head. “If we destroy all three spellforms, there will be no monsters to fight. Humanity wouldn’t have to cower behind walls anymore. They could live in freedom wherever they wanted.” She put a hand on Chiara’s shoulder and said, “You might be able to convince me if it weren’t for my sisters. Immortality has changed them. They are cruel, and even after the wars are over, they will continue to torment mankind. They must be stopped.”

Chiara sighed, “I… I guess we have to do what must be done. I will follow you into the depths.”

Medjay hugged her and said, “Thank you. I know it is hard, but we can do it.” She turned to Matteo and Ilaria and said, “Come, I will explain the plan on the way. The other priestesses will discover us if we linger too long.”
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Medjay slipped through the door at the bottom of the stairs. Once the coast was clear, she waved the rest of them in. Chiara closed and locked the door behind them.

Medjay softly said, “This leads to the catacombs below the basilica. Sadly, there are guards stationed there that we will have to eliminate. One of my sisters is down there as well, creating a dimensional wall that will separate the imitation god from reality. It is like they are putting the spell form in a bag of holding and she will be the only one with a key.

“Luckily for us, it takes her some time. She won’t be done for another few days. The plan is to split up in the invocation room and come at her from a few different directions. She can absorb any one attack, but can’t take two at once. Matteo, put all of your force traps up in the corridor behind us. That will give us warning if any more of my sisters sneak up on us.”

“Which is likely,” Chiara interjected. “Active fighting has stopped. The Thatcham army has pulled back and set up for a long siege. That means your sisters won’t be distracted on the front lines.”

Medjay nodded as she got them through another door. She said, “A regrettable wrinkle in my plans. Nothing would be gained with a delay, so we will press forward.”

"Before we go too far, I want to double check one thing," Matteo said. "If we destroy the Ma'at spell form, there will still be some artifacts created, right? I would hate to fail to destroy the Isfet spell form and have monsters roam the world without a way to destroy them."

"An astute question, one that I am happy to address. Decades ago, your concern would have been valid, but these days all three spell forms are doing the work of each other. There will still be artifacts created until we destroy the last of the divine spell forms. Albeit they will appear at a reduced rate. Should we succeed today and die in the attempt, humanity will still triumph over monsters and kaiju. All that would be accomplished would be ending the war and saving hundreds of thousands of lives."

Ilaria chuckled, "Is that all? Well then, I guess we will have to survive until the end of this to make it worth it."

Medjay smiled at the joke and pressed on. She led them down a long set of spiral stairs. Matteo paused every so often to throw up a force trap. He mixed it up and added a fire and crystal trap as well. A fire golem would be a great rear guard, but flames underground would produce bad air. Instead, he created a crystal golem.

Once it was ready, Matteo said, “Lie down here and act like you are broken. Attack anyone coming down the stairs after they come within melee range.” Now he had a different kind of crystal trap on the stairs.

They descended at least four stories. Eventually they came to a landing with a fifteen by fifteen feet door. Dozens of runes were carved into the door along with a detailed depiction of Ma’at. There were a pair of bound guards standing at attention on either side of the solid metal door.

“I am sorry, sir. I can’t allow you access,” the guard on the left said. “I have strict orders not to let anyone in under any circumstances.”

“That’s quite alright. I expect my sister to exit the chamber shortly. We will be waiting here for her appearance,” Medjay said as their group continued to walk down to the landing.

The guard frowned. “Are you sure? We were told it would be another few days at least.”

“Quite sure,” Medjay said as she walked closer. “In fact, I think they are opening the door now.”

Both guards glanced back at the door in confusion. Medjay used that split second distraction to materialize a pair of founder walls by the guards. The walls slammed forward, smashing the guards up against the enormous door. A flash of light signaled the guard’s counterattack. A squishing sound heralded their failure.

Matteo winced at the sudden violence and death. This was what he was here for, but he had been caught off guard like those flattened soldiers. It was a good thing she was on his side. He would hate to try to fight against Medjay.

“You may want to look away for this part, my friends,” Medjay said. “I need to extract the keys from the bodies and the sight will be unpleasant.”

Chiara spun on her heel and faced the stairs. Matteo and Ilaria followed suit. He took out his bag and pulled out the artifacts he had been saving for Chiara. He handed her the six orange artifacts and said, “Here, absorb these. Sorry, I forgot to give you them earlier.”

Chiara mutely accepted the artifacts and absorbed them, one after another. Matteo was ready to tell her what each artifact was called. That would help her decide to upgrade her body or her artifact with the level up. She never asked him. Within moments, all six artifacts were gone.

Matteo shrugged. She must be nervous about the upcoming fight. Without turning around, Matteo said, “Medjay. You never asked for an artifact to level up with. What color is your artifact? I might have something you can use.”

“I don’t have an artifact. I have a relic. All the Sisters do. We sacrifice the ability to level up our bodies for the ability to wield immeasurable power,” Medjay said.

Ilaria turned around and said, “Really? That’s a relic? No offense, but it doesn’t seem that strong.”

“It can be powerful in the right situations, but you are right. My sisters gave me a purely defensive relic. They said they would give me a stronger one in a few decades once I have proven my loyalty. I guess that’s never happening,” Medjay said with a small laugh.

Matteo chuckled with her as he turned around. His laugh died in his throat. The splattered remains of the two guards were dripping from the wall. The gore almost made him throw up. He held it down and walked over to Medjay. She was making scratches in the stone and prying out metal objects from the wall.

“Here, take this,” Medjay said and handed him a key made of crystallium. “We have to insert them at the same time to open the door. There are other security measures, but I disabled them already.”

“The door will open up into the invocation room, which should have at least ten bound guards in it. They will attack as soon as they see us, so I will set up defenses on the landing. I’ve fought with Chiara and Matteo before, so I can make defenses for them. How about you, Ilaria? How much space do you need to unleash your lightning?”

Ilaria pulled out her bundle of metal and started slotting it together. It eventually became a solid metal spear with two prongs on the end. “That’s what this is for. I don’t even need to see them to attack. As long as they are in front of us, they will get hit.”

“Excellent. Everyone get into position. My walls are almost impervious, but they only last twenty seconds. I can create new ones, of course, but I want this attack to be over before then. We need to get moving right after we take out this squad. My sister will hear the attack and we don’t want to give her any time to prepare,” Medjay said.

Once everyone was in position, she nodded to Matteo. Together, they inserted the crystal keys and stepped back from the huge door. It slowly lurched down into the floor. Medjay held up her hand, which had a ring on it Matteo hadn’t seen before. She waved it in front of her and a half dozen walls popped into existence. Each one looked like it had been yanked from the inside of a founder’s building, complete with crown molding. Two appeared in front of Matteo, with a narrow gap he could see through. Ilaria got the same with a slightly wider gap. Chiara was fully protected. Her swarm of terror wasps could attack without a line of sight.

Even before the metal door was fully open, a wave of dark red blades shot through the doorway. They shattered on the walls before liquifying into blood and flowing back. Chiara shook her honey stirrer and sent a half dozen terror wasps buzzing into the invocation room. Ilaria poked her spear through the gap and started charging up an attack.

Matteo waited for the perfect moment and cast his prepared spell. It was a single fireball rune, but pumped up to the strongest it could get. He sent it screaming into the room as the door hit the floor. It didn’t hit exactly where he was aiming since he had lost his depth perception. It was close enough, though. The resulting detonation engulfed the room and sent flames back towards Medjay’s squad. The flames broke on their defenses, only making Matteo flinch back a bit.

When the smoke cleared, two charred corpses lay on the floor. A large wooden barrier had protected the rest of the guards. They broke through the scorched wall and counterattacked, sending everything they could at once. Three large green bubbles wafted forward. A pair of huge hammers appeared in the air and swung down towards Matteo and Chiara. Medjay threw up walls above them and deflected the attacks. Blue swords sliced at the walls in front of them, chipping away at the green metal. The red blades shot out again, once more failing to slide through the thin gaps in the walls. Underneath it all, a music box softly played, sapping the energy of Medjay and her squad.

Ilaria shot off her charged attack, an indoor lightning strike. Quicker than thought, a thick tendril of electricity shot out and pounced on everything in the room. Three more defenders were downed with the strike, along with all of Chiara’s wasps. She sighed and sent out a dozen more. Matteo had traced out a full strength illuminate jet, and sent it spearing towards the holes in the wooden defense. His aim was off at first, but he quickly adjusted. He regretted not getting his eye fixed before they came down here.

His beam of light cut through two necks before the wooden walls surged. They grew thick in an instant, cutting off all angles of attack. Chiara’s wasps burst on top of the wooden structure, only making shallow divots. Ilaria sent a directed spear of electricity at the wooden barrier, but it fizzled out.

The thick smell of ozone wafted over them from the two lightning strikes. The wasps that flew over the thick wooden wall were sniped out of the air with the blood blades. Matteo growled in frustration. Their own defenses would disappear soon and they would be vulnerable while Medjay rebuilt them. He turned around; it was time to bring his golem down. They needed a sacrificial pawn.

Before he could say anything, he heard a loud crash. Medjay had created a large wall and slammed it down behind the wooden wall. The wood quickly crumbled into mana, showing that the bound had been killed. The walls in front of their squad dissolved. It had been twenty seconds.

Medjay stepped forward and said, “Come on. She had to hear that. Each of us needs to take a different tunnel. They all converge on the divine engine below, so it doesn’t matter which one you choose. Remember, it doesn’t matter so much how strong our attacks are, only that they are simultaneous. Keep moving.”

Matteo nodded and stepped around one of the heads he had cut off. There were six exits to the invocation room, each of them leading down to the room directly below them. He picked the one on his left and started walking as the other three picked a different tunnel. Then he realized something and skidded to a stop.

“Wait!” Matteo yelled and raced back to the head. “I knew her. She is one of the prisoners. She was a bound they had imprisoned underneath the city with me.”

Chiara shrugged, “So what? Come on, we need to go.”

“So, why is she here? There is no way they would put a criminal in a secure location like this,” Matteo said.

Medjay’s eyes went wide. “They know we are here. Run!”

She turned and sprinted back towards the door they came through. Before she got there, the huge door slammed up with a clang. Medjay slid to a stop in front of the door and spun around, looking towards the six exits. She threw up a wall in front of each one.

“They knew we were here. My minder must have tipped them off or something. We need to get out of here. Matteo, can you cut through the door?” Medjay said quickly, panicked.

“Yeah, give me a second to-” Matteo started to say.

As he was talking, his pen was knocked out of hand. It flew across the room and then up. Chiara’s honey stirrer followed it an instant later. Ilaria’s chestplate cracked in two, and a mask flew out of her gambeson.

At the same time, a narrow blade of glass appeared and sliced Medjay’s right hand off. The entire hand flew away from her and up to the ceiling. She clutched her stump and fell to her knees with a scream.

“Oh, calm down. We will give you your hand back in a second,” a voice from above said.

They looked up to see an illusion slowly dissipating. There were four automatons standing on a platform attached to the ceiling. One of them was holding all of their artifacts. Another one plucked the ring off the severed hand and jumped down to the floor. Matteo only now realized that he had thought the ceilings were twelve feet high when, in reality, they were twenty.

The new automaton held out the severed hand to Medjay and said, “Press this up to your stump. My blades are sharp enough to make healing easy. Your repair runes shouldn't have a problem with it. You will be able to use your hand in a few hours.”

Another automaton dropped down and yelled down the stairs. “We had to spring the trap up here! Got them all. Come on up.”

Matteo shuffled closer to Medjay as she softly whimpered. It must have really hurt to lose that hand. She held the severed hand in place and scowled at the room. Ilaria and Chiara soon joined them.

They stood there helpless as another six automatons walked up to the invocation room. They all looked similar to each other, same hairstyle, same build, same height. They had different faces though. Matteo was fairly sure he recognized Medjay the Second from the pattern of repaired metal on her neck.

“See, this is why we don’t give newbies the good stuff,” Second said. “I told you guys that Sixth was going to try to rebel.”

Another automaton said, “Yes, but you are also the one that thought the one eyed human had dominated a Medjay. As if someone so pitiful could control one of us. Come on, let’s get them in the dungeon so we can get back to the wall. They are bound to test our siege defenses every so often, and I want a full shift up there at all times.”

“I won’t fight for you,” spat Medjay.

Second laughed, “We all said that once. None of us lasted more than five years before we were willing to play ball.”

Medjay’s shoulders slumped. “Is that how you knew I would try? You all tried to save the world before and failed?”

Second shrugged.

Something clicked in Matteo’s mind and he said, “No. They set up a trap because Chiara betrayed us.”

Chiara put up her hands and said, “What? No.”

“You did. You were trying to convince us to stop earlier because you knew this ambush was here. You were feeling guilty,” Matteo said, and pointed at her angrily. “These immortal bastards knew what Ilaria’s artifact was. They broke open her breastplate and took her mask. You and I are the only ones that knew her artifact was a mask. You turned us in.”
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“Shut up, human,” the Sister of Truth leader said to Matteo's accusation. She turned to a nearby automaton and said, “Twelfth, get them down to the chamber. We can lock them up in the maintenance room there. It has a security door, so it should hold them for now. I’ll send a contingent down to escort her to the artifact mines once I get to the wall. Come on sisters, we can’t leave the walls untended for long.” She started to walk away, but then stopped and said to Twelfth, “Don’t be too rough. We need to keep her friends alive for leverage.”

“Even the traitor?” Twelfth said.

“Yeah, throw her in there, too. If Sixth doesn’t kill her, then she is still useful for leverage,” the leader said.

Matteo stepped forward with the idea that he wouldn’t go down without a fight. He immediately started floating up in the air. He flailed around, but failed to touch the walls or floor. Twelfth used her relic to float the four of them through the corridor and down to the chamber far below.

The room with the divine spell form was as big as the entire basilica above. It looked like it had started out as a natural cavern and something had carved out a sphere in the center of the room. The majority of that sphere was covered in a black void. There was a thin sliver in the middle that was still open. An automaton was standing at its base, holding a relic up in the air. Inch by inch, the fake divinity was being covered in void.

Seeing it in person made it hard for Matteo to remember it wasn’t a true divinity. He felt awestruck and would have fallen to his knees if he had been walking. It was formless and sharply structured. He got the impression of the goddess Ma’at standing there, while simultaneously a winged eye stared into his soul. It was beatific and sublime. He started crying.

The feeling cut out once the telekinetic automaton threw him into the maintenance room. He flew through the air and hit the far wall. He didn’t get up. He didn’t have it in him to stand back up right now. Tears continued to fall down his face. Having experienced the divine spell form for himself, he could understand why earlier generations hadn’t realized their goddess was gone. It was overwhelming.

There was a quick discussion about what to do with the artifacts taken from Medjay and her humans. They decided to throw them into the void orb with the divine spell form. Most of the Sisters walked away, leaving one of them to guard the door. The light cut out as she slammed the door shut. All sound from outside cut out as well. The tangle of bodies inside the room softly groaned. Being thrown up against the wall didn’t hurt them. It was the glimpse of the spell form that had muddled their minds.

Medjay was the first to recover from the brush with the divine. She sat up and swore vehemently. It was the first time Matteo had heard vulgarity from her, but he wasn't surprised. It seemed appropriate for the situation. He followed her example. When he felt ready, he slid over to the far wall and sat down. He didn’t want to sit by Chiara right now. She had betrayed them, ruined everything.

A few moments later, Medjay joined him. She sat right by him and put her head on his shoulder. She must be able to see better in here. It was all pitch black to him. A minute or two later, Ilaria joined them, less gracefully. They sat in silence, as far away as they could get from Chiara. Matteo could tell Ilaria was fuming. Ten minutes later, she found her voice.

“Seven and four, Chiara. Seven and four. I thought that meant something,” Ilaria said with a sharp edge.

There was a long pause, and then Chiara said, “What do you mean?”

“I saved your life seven times, and you saved mine four. I kept track when we were out on our first patrol. I stopped keeping track after that because I realized that’s not what friends do,” Ilaria said and paused. “I thought we were friends.”

“I’m still your friend,” Chiara said softly.

“Then why did you betray us like that?” Ilaria shouted.

“I tried to get you to stop. Before we came down here, remember?” Chiara whispered.

Matteo sharply said, “No! That’s an excuse. You tried to ease your guilty conscience. If you were really our friend, you wouldn’t have ratted us out. Or you would have told us about the trap before we walked into it. Now thousands are going to die in a war we could have prevented!”

“Hey,” Chiara started softly, then changed to an angry tone. “Hey! You don’t get to act like you are the only one with morals. Blasphemy isn’t the right answer. Ma’at knows better than you three. She commanded us and we must obey. We have to have faith. It’s for the best long term.”

“Chiara? Do you think that thing out there is Ma’at? I can tell you with absolute certitude that it isn’t!” Medjay yelled.

“I’m not stupid,” Chiara spat out. “You can’t trap a goddess in a ball. That spell form is what Ma’at left behind to care for us. You all saw it. Don’t pretend you can’t tell it’s truly divine. If a mother leaves a note behind, should the children misbehave since she isn’t right there with them? No. This is a divine note, and I, for one, am going to be an obedient child.”

They were silent for a bit while they processed that. Medjay calmly said, “To continue your analogy, we are all children, abandoned for years. Mother isn’t coming back. The older sister is holding that note over your head, telling you to do evil things. She is trying to take mother’s place and the kids don’t have to listen to her. We should follow Ma’at, like all good children do.”

Chiara grunted in frustration. “This is why I didn’t tell you. The three of you aren’t even listening to me. Your egos are making you deaf and blind.”

“Look into the Mirror of Hathor yourself,” Ilaria said. “Your arrogance has put us in captivity and three of us will be tortured for years to make Medjay behave. All of that could have been avoided with one conversation.”

“The Seventh knows me. She will get me out of here soon. Probably when they move the three of you down to the real prison,” Chiara said confidently.

Medjay softly scoffed, “My sisters don’t care about you, they only care about power. Ilaria is right. They will torture all three of you, so I will submit to their conditioning. If they attempt to torture you to death, Chiara, I won’t stop them.”

Matteo flinched back at the harsh words. She sounded so cold and heartless. The conversation died then. The silence stretched on painfully. He shook his head. Arguing with the traitor wasn’t going to solve anything. They had to come up with an escape plan before a contingent of soldiers arrived to take them to the artifact mines.

“This is a maintenance room, right? Let’s check the shelves to see if they left us something useful,” he said.

“No need to trouble yourself. Using infrared vision, I have already examined everything here. Nothing in this room is remotely useful,” Medjay said.

There was another long stretch of silence before Matteo came up with his next idea. He said, “Medjay, What do you know about the Twelfth? The one guarding us. Does her relic have any weaknesses?”

“Not really. It’s extremely powerful and quick telekinesis. Most of my sisters are supremely adept at combat. Hence my plans to attack while most of them were busy,” Medjay said morosely.

“Cheer up. We aren’t dead yet. Until then, there is always a way out. Need I remind you that I have already broken out of a secure facility specifically designed for containing bound?” Matteo said.

“That was a one in a million chance. What makes you think we have a chance to escape here?” Ilaria said.

“Well, for one,” Matteo whispered, “They didn’t take away my second artifact.”

“What?”

“Didn’t I tell you? I swear I did,” Matteo whispered. “Anyway. I still have my elemental golem core out there with a crystal body.”

“What? How? That’s not possible,” Chiara said in a normal voice.

“I would love to tell you the whole story, but we are in a time crunch here. We need to break out before our artifacts are sealed up with the divine spell form. I’m gonna lay down so I can remote pilot it over here and get us free,” Matteo said. “Be quiet for a sec so I can focus.”

Matteo didn’t wait for a response. He lay down and focused on the tether connecting him to his artifacts. Both of them were close, which was a relief. He focused on the one leading to the elemental golem core and sent his mind across that tether. A moment later, he found himself in the golem core. Just the core.

The Sisters of Truth had destroyed the crystal golem on their way up the stairs. Matteo only had control of the orb itself. Interestingly enough, he could still see through it. He saw a stair and a stone floor. He couldn’t see far in this form. He could also roll around a bit. He carefully rolled along the edge of the room until he came to the door leading into the invocation room above. It was shut.

Maybe he could do something about that. He pressed the core up against the door and tried to absorb it into the core. No dice. The same failure awaited him when he tried to suck up the stone floor. He must need some sort of element, not part of a greater whole.

Matteo brought himself back to his body and said, “Good news, bad news. The good news is that I can remotely connect to my core. The bad news is that it’s currently not connected to a golem. I’ll have to create a new one if we want to have any chance of escaping. The only problem is there aren’t any free elements around. I tried the stone floor, and the metal door, but that didn’t work.”

“What does your artifact consider an element?” Medjay said.

“I don’t know. It’s new enough that the rules on golem creation are still a little fuzzy. Let me tell you about what I’ve created so far,” Matteo said softly and gave them the details of creation.

“Hmm. Metal, crystal, and fire. Kind of all over the place with that one,” Ilaria said. “Can you create an air golem? Air is an element, right?”

“Good idea. Let me try that,” Matteo said.

He zipped himself back to his core. Once there, he felt around with his magical senses, trying to draw in air. When nothing happened, he tried something different. He mentally partitioned a section of air he could see and tried to ‘claim’ it. That was unsuccessful as well. A few more tests and he gave up and brought himself back to his body.

“Nope, that didn’t work. The rules have to be something different,” Matteo said. “Every artifact has a set of rules it operates on. We just have to discover them.”

“I must warn you of something before you conduct any more experiments,” Medjay said. “While you were ‘gone’, you weren’t breathing. There is a danger of suffocation. Your bound stats will keep you alive longer than most humans, but you have a firm limit on how long you can be gone.”

“Woh,” Matteo said, shocked. “Thanks for telling me. I’m not sure I would have realized that on my own. I just figured my body could take care of itself while I piloted the golem. I guess I will be fine if I keep my trips short.”

“Precisely,” Medjay replied. “Now that you are aware of that risk, please allow me to suggest your next test. You mentioned you were unable to use the stone below you. Perhaps it’s simply a matter of mindset. The chamber above is carved out of the bedrock, granite specifically. Perhaps your artifact only accepts pure elements. Try to see if you can focus on the silica within the amalgam.”

“You are gonna have to simplify that for me,” Matteo said.

“My apologies. You have proven you can create a crystal golem. There are little bits of crystal throughout the granite floors above. See if you can pull them in to form a golem,” she said.

“Right. I can do that,” Matteo said.

This time, he kept a mental clock running while he spent time in the golem core. He saw what Medjay was talking about. The speckled stone floor was made up of dozens of different kinds of rocks. One by one, he tried absorbing them into his core. He took a break to make sure his body was oxygenated.

“No luck,” Matteo said.

“Interesting. Your experience with the crystal golems indicated that you could use materials that were fused to the floor. Your metal golem made out of the mace shows that you can use non-magical materials. What is the common denominator there?” Medjay mused.

“What about ownership?” Chiara said. “All of the things you used were things you owned. Maybe an element has to be yours before you can create a golem with it.”

Ilaria swore and said, “This has nothing to do with you. Why are you even talking to us?”

Matteo ignored Chiara’s response and focused on her suggestion. That felt like the right answer. If it was, how would he test it out?
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“Medjay, who owns the basilica and everything here?” Matteo asked.

He had interrupted the argument between Chiara and Ilaria to ask the question. He suspected they would be physically fighting if there was any light in here. The only thing keeping the peace was the fact that neither wanted to flail around blindly.

“The Sisters of Truth own everything. Tax free, of course,” Medjay said.

“You are still a Sister, right? As one of their representatives, can you gift me the large metal door above us?” Matteo said.

“Excellent line of thought. Let’s try that. I’ll even write you out a receipt,” Medjay said. The sound of fingernail scratches accompanied her next words, “In exchange for fighting alongside me today, I am bequeathing the entirety of the metal door leading into the invocation room to the divine spell form. Signed, Medjay the Sixth daughter of Bastet.”

She gently grabbed his hand and pressed it to the wall so Matteo could feel it. That was as official as it got. “Alright, let’s try it.”

He took a big breath and closed his eyes. Once he was in the core, he rolled back to the metal door again. He mentally repeated to himself that this was his door. He owned the entire thing. It was all his. Then he touched it and willed a golem into existence.

Metal started flowing down towards him, towards the core. It was working! He kept it up, pulling as much as he could towards himself. He didn’t stop until the doorway was completely empty. With his new metal head, he looked around the room. He was about half as tall as the doorway, which would put the metal golem at about seven feet tall.

Matteo looked down at his body. He was happy to see hands and feet, unlike the crystal golem variant. There were no details to the body, only vague shapes. It was the same form Matteo had thought was cute when it was small. It was slightly unsettling at this height.

Once he was back in his body, Matteo said, “It worked.”

“Thank Ma’at,” Chiara said from the other side of the room.

“Thank Matteo! He’s the one that did this. Ma’at has nothing to do with it. And don’t forget, I plan on leaving you in here when we leave,” Ilaria said.

Matteo ignored them and said, “Medjay, we got one chance at this. Any advice on how to take down your sister?”

“She is enormously powerful. She can easily lift more than twenty tons. You can’t take her relic away from her. She had it surgically implanted,” Medjay said.

“Thanks for the words of encouragement,” Matteo said, sarcasm dripping off his voice.

Medjay smiled slightly and said, “I only meant that this would be difficult, not impossible. Her mental capacity is her weakness. She can only control five objects at once. If you hit her hard and fast, she can be overwhelmed. You will need to covertly approach, hurl at least five things at her, and attack at the same moment. Let us know when you are ready and we will pound on the door to distract her.”

That wasn’t exactly encouraging. Matteo would have to sneak up on someone impossibly strong, who was on guard, and do it silently in a body that wasn’t his own. To make matters worse, there was a ticking clock. Their artifacts were being closed up with the divine spell form. If they waited too long to attack, the artifacts would be forever out of reach.

With a sigh, Matteo lay back down and closed his eyes. After focusing on his tether, he found himself within the metal golem once more. He walked into the invocation room. The bodies of the bound defenders were still there. The sisters must have been too rushed to do anything about them. That probably meant that there would be servants down here to clean shortly. Matteo hurried across the room, picking objects he could use as projectiles.

The defender’s artifacts were still there, mostly worthless at this point since their bound were dead. They were still unbreakable, so they would make good projectiles. He collected eight of them, with a break in the middle to take a breather in his flesh body. Then he was back to it.

The metal golem took some getting used to. It had a mostly humanoid body, but it was incredibly heavy. Seven feet tall and solid metal meant that he had to focus to avoid stomping around. Eventually, he had his projectiles. Now he needed to come up with a plan.

The central chamber that housed the divine spell form was mostly open space. Matteo’s golem would have to sneak around the edge of the room while being in full view of both Sisters. Then he would need to get close enough to attack without Twelfth noticing. Before he headed down, he tried an experiment. He pushed his metal fingers into the stone wall.

Cracks sounded as the metal ground into the wall. He frowned. Matteo saw that going differently in his head. He had been planning on climbing the walls and coming at her from above. Nobody ever looked up. That didn’t matter though; the golem digging into stone was far too loud.

He returned to his body while he thought about it. Out loud, he said, “There’s too much open space. No way I can sneak up on Twelfth. I was thinking about climbing the walls, but that’s too loud. Makes a lot of dust, too.”

“So don’t sneak up on her,” Ilaria said.

“I already thought of throwing something at her and running away,” Matteo said. “I doubt she’s stupid enough to fall for that.”

“You are correct. My sisters have decades of experience and wouldn’t fall for something pedestrian as that,” Medjay said.

“Yes, well, that wasn’t my idea. I was suggesting you get a package and pretend like you are making a delivery. She would be confused, maybe long enough to get close,” Ilaria said.

Matteo turned towards where he thought Medjay sat in the darkness. She said, “That might work. It’s so suicidality stupid to walk directly up to someone with her power that she might actually assume it was actually a delivery. It’s unlikely to succeed, but it’s an idea. If I had any better suggestions, I would present them.”

“Alright, I’ll give it a go. Better to be working on a risky idea than no idea at all,” Matteo said. "We don't have much time until the contingent of soldiers brings us down to the artifact mines."

Back in the golem's body, he combed the invocation room for anything that might look like a package. There wasn’t much. He did find a soldier's cap and threw it on his head. It might confuse her for a half second longer. When he couldn’t find anything better, he stuffed the artifacts into a jacket and tied it into a lumpy bag. He turned it so the bloodstains weren’t as visible.

He walked the golem down to the chamber and paused before he was visible. After a break to take several deep breaths in his human body, he moved on. In the center of the room, the black void hung, continuing to close up slowly. There were about five feet left before it was completely closed. He turned and marched directly over to Twelfth. He focused forward, not allowing his perceptions to wander towards the divine spell form. He didn’t have eyes in this form, so that was harder than expected. He turned the corner and started walking down the wide corridor to the maintenance room.

“Halt! Who sent you here?” Twelfth said when he was still forty feet away.

It was much too far away to attempt anything. He faced her and sharply saluted. He stood there motionless, waiting for her to call him forward. It took a supreme effort of will to stay still. He knew his body was slowly suffocating, but he couldn't rush now.

“Well, why are you here?”

Matteo gestured towards his blank face to show her he didn’t have a mouth. Then he pointed to the bag. She huffed in irritation and said, “Well, give it here then.”

Now that he had permission, he marched directly over to her. As he did, she said, “What kind of kaiju dung did they send me?”

When he was a dozen feet away, he suddenly turned to the left and fell into a combat stance. He pointed into the distance. With his body covering the movement, he started swinging the bag. Out of the corner of his vision, he saw Twelfth turn to try to find what he was reacting to. He had just done the mute equivalent of ‘What’s that over there?’ and she had fallen for it.

He threw the bag with every ounce of strength his golem body could muster. As it flew, the arms fell apart and the eight artifacts spread out. They looked like they were going to all hit and knock her over, but she must have heard something. She twisted her head to the side and stopped everything. Despite the fact she could only control five things, Matteo had given her the jacket. She yanked it up to protect her chest and head from the projectiles.

Even before Matteo processed any of that, he had dug his toes into the granite and launched himself forward. The stone shattered behind him, sending a spray behind him. He stretched out his metal arms and attempted a tackle.

He failed.

Despite his surprise attack obscuring her vision, and him arriving less than a second later, she still caught him in time. Both arms jerked to a stop midair. The rest of the golem body swung forward and slammed to the ground. She flinched back, but ran into the door she was protecting.

The golem arms were stuck in place, but the rest of it wasn’t. He swung the legs forward, pivoting on his shoulders. She tried to jump out of the way, but he still managed to clip her. Her legs fell out from underneath her and she banged her head on the floor.

With a growl of frustration, Twelfth gestured with her hands. Both arms shot in opposite directions. A sharp squeal of metal and both arms were ripped off. She used the detached arms as clubs. They slammed into the golem’s head with enough force to make a severe dent in both the arms and the head.

Matteo found himself mostly unphased by the attack. He felt the pressure, but no pain. She had focused her attention on attacking the golem, but hadn’t realized she had lost her hold on its body. It was her last mistake. Matteo used one leg to jump forward, and the other to kick. The seven foot tall golem made of solid metal had a lot of inertia behind its strikes. His kick impacted the side of her head and kept going. Her head was obliterated before she could blink.

The golem staggered a bit and then Matteo regained control. He walked over to the door and kicked it. To his surprise, the door dented but didn’t break. It took three more kicks before the door slammed open.

Matteo immediately returned to his body with a gasp. That was the longest he had left his body for. He felt light-headed and took deep breaths.

“Matteo, as soon as you are recovered, we need to go,” Medjay said. “My sister with the dimensional talent is sure to have heard that fight and will investigate. We need to leave this hallway before she does.”

He groaned and rolled to his feet. He turned to see his armless golem standing in the doorway. It looked kind of goofy, with its head smooshed in from both sides. “Jog to the end of the hallway and wait there.” He hissed, “Quietly!” after it took a few steps.

Once the golem was out of the way, the three of them filed out of the door. Medjay seemed disturbed by the sight of her dead sister, but said nothing. Matteo glanced back to see Chiara hurrying after them.

Ilaria held up her hand. “What do you think you are doing?”

“I’m still your friend, despite what you think. I’m going to help you escape,” Chiara said.

“No way. Stay back there with your friend on the floor. We can’t afford to have help from someone who might stab us in the back,” Ilaria said, and pointed to the headless automaton.

Chiara frowned, but said nothing. She stopped following and stood still with her fists clenched. Matteo ignored the exchange and kept jogging forward. He still had one immortal to kill.

Medjay was already at the corner, peeking out. She slid back and said, “Seventh is already walking over here. Can you send out your golem as a distraction? We need to slip behind her if we want to have a chance.”

“Golem, run around that woman out there and attempt to kick her from behind. Prioritize not getting injured,” Matteo said.

The golem burst into action, its long metal legs eating up the ground. Medjay followed a few moments later, with Matteo and Ilaria close on her heels. The three of them split up, circling around Seventh, who was looking at the armless golem in confusion.

The Sister of Truth laughed and gestured. A black void opened up directly beneath the golem’s legs. It fell halfway through and face planted. She gestured again, and the void disappeared, the legs along with it. Matteo swore mentally. The only disposable member of their party was already down.

Seventh spun and threw up a foot wide ribbon of dimensional magic around her. Having seen what it could do to the golem, Matteo skidded to a stop and narrowly avoided the tear in reality. Ilaria slid under the magic and kept going. The Seventh threw up four walls around Ilaria, cutting her off from view.

While her attention was focused on Ilaria, Medjay had come around behind her and leapt at her. Her form was perfect, but useless. A small circle formed behind Seventh’s head and swallowed Medjay’s foot. The circle closed an instant later and everything below the knee disappeared with it. Seventh swayed out of the way as Medjay fell to the floor.

Medjay rolled across the ground and cried out in pain. Blue liquid slowly seeped out of the stump like blood.

“Poor Sixth, that’s the second limb you have lost today. Bad luck all around. You really should give up before I make it worse for you,” Seventh said menacingly.

Matteo slipped under the ribbon of dimensional magic and tried to creep closer. Seventh scoffed and threw up a single wall in front of him. He stopped cold. She had been trying to keep everyone alive, but he wasn’t sure how long her patience would last.

“Oh Ma’at, divine protector,” Chiara shouted from behind him. “I ask that you let my heart be purified and may the Scales of Justice bring balance into my life.”

Matteo rolled his eyes. Praying to a dead goddess wouldn’t do any of them any good. But he might be able to use her as a distraction.
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Chiara continued her prayer and shouted, “Ma’at I call upon you for the Winds of Balance. Give us our artifacts back that we may fight for justice all our lives.”

Matteo used the prayer as a distraction. While Twelfth was looking to the right at Chiara, he slid to the left around the void wall in front of him. She continued her prayer, and Matteo raced forward as quietly as he could.

He wasn’t quiet enough. Twelfth jerked her head towards him and threw up a dozen black circles in front of him. Matteo slid to a stop, his arms up for balance. His left arm fell through one of the holes in reality and he cut himself on its edge. He jerked back reflexively. Twelfth made a fist and all the holes closed. He wasn’t fast enough to fully remove his hand. The closing portal sliced off his fingers, leaving only a thumb.

Matteo screamed in pain and clutched his bleeding hand to his chest. Twelfth scoffed at him and turned back to Medjay. Sobs fell from his mouth as he tried to stem the bleeding. He glanced up when he heard something strange.

A roaring sound came from the divine spell form. A sparkling gust of wind flew out of the gap in the void orb. The wind buffeted Matteo, and he closed his eyes for a moment. The wind ended right afterwards, and he opened his eyes. His rune scribe pen was sitting on the ground, right in front of him. He stared at it in shock.

Had Chiara’s prayer actually been answered? The implications of that thought were staggering. He didn’t have time to consider them. He snatched up his pen and started tracing out a rune. Matteo didn’t have time to create a rune word, so he defaulted to a standard rune.

As he finished tracing, a swarm of terror wasps rose up behind him. Twelfth threw up a huge square of void above herself as a shield. Ilaria rose up out of the dimensional cage with a halo of electricity blossoming out of her. Matteo cast his rune as Twelfth turned towards the sound of crackling lightning.

A spear of light burst from his pen and started drilling into her chest. The green material she was made of was strangely resistant to his magical attack. She spun away before the illuminate jet made its way through her skin.

The next few events happened so quickly, Matteo only realized what had happened afterwards.

Matteo’s attack made Twelfth stumble close to a terror wasp, and she panicked. She threw up a few dozen small void circles all around her. Medjay snatched up her relic ring and sent a wall blasting towards Twelfth. It hit her from behind and launched her directly into Ilaria. Her halo of electricity suddenly found a ground through Twelfth. All of her lightning magic suddenly flowed through her, frying the Sister in an instant. Ilaria fell from the sky with a squawk. All the dimensional magic in the room winked out, including the covering around Ma’at’s spell form.

The three humans in the room were struck insensate with the majesty of the divine manifestation. They might have stayed that way for hours if Medjay hadn’t dragged them out of sight of the spell form. It was hard for her to do with only one leg, but she managed. She also dropped off Matteo’s golem core by his side.

When he came out of it, Matteo remembered his missing fingers and tore up his robe to bind it up. With only one usable hand, he had to turn to Ilaria to help. She still seemed dazed, but competently bandaged him. Chiara was doing the same for Medjay. She didn’t bleed red blood, but the refined crystallium leaking from her stump was just as much of a lifeblood to her.

In the quiet, once everyone was recovered, Chiara said, “Do you believe now? Ma’at has sent us on a mission. She wants us to take on the Sisters of Truth, not destroy her last gift to us.”

Matteo was quiet. He didn’t quite agree with her, but it was clear that her prayer had been answered. He mulled over it before saying, “No, I don’t think you are correct. That spell form in there, it represents power. Enough power to create demigods out of anyone that controls it. Our mission was to destroy all three spell forms, and she helped us. If the goddess or her divine spell form is supporting our mission, then that is what we should continue.”

“That’s not what I prayed for,” Chiara said fervently. “I prayed for tools to accomplish a very specific mission and that’s-”

Medjay interrupted and said, “Let us inquire. There is no need to guess at a goddess’s motivation or argue the interpretation of her words. Ma’at’s last gift is here. We will simply ask her.”

The ensouled automaton limped over to the chamber so she could look at the divine spell form directly. “Ma’at, both terrible and great. Let my heart be light as a feather, and may the Scales of Justice bring balance into my life,” Medjay said quickly, as if by rote. “Heal my leg if you would like us to destroy all three divine spellforms on this planet.”

Chiara gasped as bright blue-yellow particles poured forward from the spellform to wrap themselves around Medjay’s leg. The particles grew thicker and brighter, concentrating at her knee. Matteo had to look away. When the light dimmed, he turned back to see her leg was complete once more. Only… one was different. It looked like it was flesh and blood.

Medjay realized that and said, “Hey! That’s not what I meant! I need a metal leg, not this squishy one.”

The spell form didn’t respond, even after a second prayer from Medjay. She seemed confused and frustrated to have the organic part, but didn’t have any idea what to do about it. She walked around and kept flinching at the unexpected sensations.

Matteo decided to take advantage of the situation before they got rid of this divine spell form. He closed his eyes and stepped out into the chamber. He said, “Divine Ma’at, bringer of truth, balance, and justice. I ask that you let my heart be purified and may the Scales of Justice bring balance into my life. If you would like me to destroy all three divine spell forms, heal my missing fingers.”

He held up his hand and pulled the bandage loose so his new fingers would have room. With his eyes still closed, he felt a warmth on his left hand. A strange itchiness spread from his stubs. Within moments, his hand was whole again. The itchiness spread to his face, and he felt something under his eyepatch.

The divine light didn't stop there. His right shoulder felt warm as well. He risked a glance to see that it was shining brightly. His metal arm was shrinking down. It went from its normal robust form down to a mirror image of his left arm. The straps keeping his arm on fell away, and the metal of his arm blended seamlessly into the flesh of his shoulder. The glowing of his crystallium shard powering his arm cut out as it was covered by layers of smooth metal.

Matteo stepped back out of the chamber to assess the changes made to his body. He still had a metal arm, only now he could feel and use it much better than before. It was almost like he had an automaton arm grafted onto him instead of wearing a prosthetic. The four fingers on his left hand were metal as well, sleek and well articulated. He pulled off his eyepatch and blinked a few times. His vision was restored. He searched the room for his reflection. When he found it, he discovered he had an automaton eye. All of his injuries had been repaired, but with mechanical parts instead of flesh and blood. He shrugged. He was just glad to be whole once more. He bowed towards the spell form and thanked it.

Afterwards, he walked back to the group. Medjay was still grumbling about her foot and Chiara was standing there with her mouth wide open. Ilaria thought both were hilarious.

“So, Medjay, how do we destroy the spell form?” Matteo said.

“That’s the easy part. There is a soulstone at the center of the divine spell form. It’s the connection between the physical and the divine. We only have to shatter the stone, and the spell form will return to the ether,” Medjay said. She turned to Chiara and said, “Do you want to do the honors?”

“What? No!” Chiara said, offended.

“Are you sure? The answers we received were clear, weren’t they?” Medjay said with a raised eyebrow.

“I… they… this doesn’t make sense,” Chiara said, more to herself than to anyone.

Medjay turned to Matteo and said, “I suppose the honor falls to you, then. It’s the white stone in the middle of the room, covered in runes. Make it quick so you aren’t overwhelmed.”

Matteo nodded. He didn’t have a good spell for cracking stone, but illuminate jet was his go to spell these days. Actually, now that he thought about it, he might be able to come up with a new rune. He could create a crystal ball that shot forward, or a crystal jet. Raised his pen to start tracing out the first. He stopped himself. His hundred percent affinity with his pen let him know that the crystal ball rune would create a ball and nothing else. It wouldn’t fly forward.

Crystal jet was a similar dud. It would create a spray of crystals, good for blinding people, bad for cracking stone. He was back to illuminate jet. He traced it out quickly, his hand moving smoother than ever before. It wasn’t faster, but he felt like the gears inside didn’t fight him anymore. If he still had gears, that is. He might have pistons like Medjay now.

Matteo took a big breath to psyche himself up. A hand on his shoulder stopped him. It was Chiara. She said, “Let me do it. It’s clear what Ma’at wants now. She gave me my artifact so I could use it. Her will be done.”

She screwed her eyes shut and poked her honey stirrer around the corner. All forty of her terror wasps burst out of her artifact at once. They buzzed and flew as a swarm, heading straight for the stone. Matteo stepped out to watch it happen. The orange summons flew through the rings of magic, unaffected. The image of Ma’at flickered. It went from a serene goddess with scales and a feather to a panicked goddess with her eyes wide. Another flicker and her hands were outstretched, palms up in a plea to stop. No sound escaped the goddess’s spell form, so Chiara wasn’t aware of the change.

Matteo watched as wasp after wasp hit the white stone and exploded. Each one took a chunk out of the stone, whittling it down to nothing within seconds. As soon as it was gone, the spell form jerked. It looked like it was falling, but in a direction that wasn’t down. Then it was gone.

Chiara stepped around the corner to look at the now empty chamber. She softly said, “This is going to change everything.”

“It won’t change a thing if we don’t get out of here. My sisters will kill us on sight now that we have done this. We got lucky when all of us were working against a single Sister who was trying to keep us alive. If they catch us, we will be dead,” Medjay said and started jogging upwards.

The rest of the team followed her up the tunnel. Medjay’s gait was off. She was still getting used to the sensations of her fragile new foot. She stopped when they got to the invocation room and donned a pair of bloody boots. The rest of the group took the time to arm and armor themselves before covering up with robes once more.

“I hope you have a good plan on how to get out of here, Medjay. Your sisters are stationed on the walls we have to get through,” Ilaria said.

“Actually, I have a plan for that.” Matteo said and pulled out a bag of stater.

“There are a multitude of guards at the northern gate. Are you planning on bribing them all?” Medjay said.

“Nope, I’m only going to bribe one guy. A few days ago, I had Luna visit the teleportation chamber and pay a guy to teleport us north, towards Thacham. We gave him half the money already, and this is the rest of it. Actually, a little more in case he gets greedy at the last second,” Matteo said.

“How trustworthy is this enchanter? They would be able to send us anywhere once we step on the platform,” Medjay said.

“I have no idea. I’ve never talked to him. It isn’t the head teleporter. We bribed one of his assistants. Our cover story is that we are going on a secret infiltration mission to Thatcham. Which is hilariously close to the truth when you think about it,” Matteo said with a smile.

They were quiet for a moment while Chiara led them through a series of side corridors and out of the basilica. Matteo gestured to a nearby alleyway, and they removed their bloodstained robes.

“We will have to get you a cloak with a hood. No one is going to believe a Sister of Truth is going on a spy mission,” Chiara said.

“What about you, Chiara?” Ilaria said. “I know I was rude about it earlier, but are you sure you want to come with us? Medjay had you basically trapped as her handmaiden. This is your opportunity to go your own way.”

“I could say the same to you,” Chiara said. “I am coming with to do the goddess’s will. You can return to Tartaruga now. You helped us, for which we are very grateful. Will you tell my family I love them?”

“You’ll have to send them a letter. I am coming with,” Ilaria said. “This is too important for me to go home. If we had the time, I would recruit more bound for the cause.”

Matteo didn’t add to the conversation because he didn’t know what to say. Chiara wasn't who he thought she was. They could use her help now that she was on their side. They needed everyone’s help, really. But Chiara had made it completely clear that her faith came first. How could he trust her to have his back?

They arrived at the teleportation center before he made up his mind about what to do with her. Two heavily armored guards stopped them before they got close to the door.

“Halt. ID papers and orders,” one of the guards said with his hand out.

Matteo stepped forward. “No papers, and we were never here. Go tell Ashif we are here for Project Huruub.”

The guard scowled and said, “I wasn’t told of any special projects.”

“Of course not. Like I said, we were never here. Get Ashif and forget you tried to talk back to a Second Lieutenant,” Matteo said menacingly.

The guard’s eyes went wide, and he started to salute him. He stopped himself halfway through and then spun to walk back into the building. Once inside, he hurried out of sight. The four of them awkwardly stood in front of the remaining guard. The solid doors and thin windows didn’t let them know if his ploy would work. Matteo tried to project arrogance. He had four good runes stored, he could get out of here if anything went wrong.

Several long minutes later, the guard returned and waved them in. A heavyset, balding man stood at the door. He was wearing heavily enchanted robes and scowled at them as they walked in.

He whisper-yelled, “Now is not a good time.”

Matteo hefted his bag of gold stater and let it clink together. “It’s now or never.”

The man, probably Ashif, scowled even deeper. He looked around and said, “Fine. Be quick about it. We will have to skip all the niceties. Go straight to the platform and ignore everyone else.”

Matteo nodded and confidently strode forward. It was lucky he had been here before. He led the women to the teleportation platform and stood in the center. Medjay stood close behind him, keeping her hood low so no one could see her face. Ashif was arguing with someone in the same robes as him. While they talked, Ashif continued to press runes on a raised dais outside of the platform.

Eventually, the man left and Ashif finished his work. He turned to Matteo and softly said, “You are ready to go. It’s time for your part.”

Matteo smiled and pulled out the bag of money again. After this, he would be poor again. Not for long, though. He had two artifacts and endless ways to make money.

“Guards! Seize that man! He’s a traitor!” someone yelled. Matteo looked up to see Bes, the leader of the complex and the one that had teleported him earlier.

Ashif’s head whipped up, and he swore. He pressed his hand to a rune, and he raced forward to jump onto the now glowing platform. A crossbow twang sounded out, and the world flashed white.

They fell three feet to land on hard rock. Matteo looked around to see that everyone was here. Including Ashif. He had lost part of his robe in the transfer. It must have stuck outside the enchantment. Medjay was covering Ilaria. A slice through her robe showed she had deflected the crossbow bolt for her.

Ashif looked around and swore again. Matteo took a look around and smiled. It looked like they were right where he wanted to be. They were in the foothills near the Tirich mountains. It was twenty miles away from the city. They could see the glint of Carcassonne’s white walls in the distance. This was good. They were far away from either army and had a competent group of bound to make it through the wilderness. They had destroyed one of the three spellforms, only two more to go. He was optimistic about their chances of getting this done. He turned to hear Ashif arguing with Ilaria.

“You don’t understand. We have to leave now. They have the coordinates of the teleport. They are going to send bound after us once they have the platform recharged. We have to run!” Ashif said, panicking.

Oh. Matteo was a little less optimistic now.

The End of Book 2
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Book 3 Chapter 1: The Baited Trap

“This is a terrible idea,” Ashif said as he struggled against his bonds. His heavyset physique had him sweating in the sun.

“It’s going to work, trust us,” Matteo said from behind a nearby bush.

Ilaria scoffed. “This whole situation is your fault, anyway. If you had been a little more discreet with the teleport, you would be back in Carcassonne with dozens of gold stator.”

“I told you it was a bad time!” Ashif said angrily. “If you had come back the next day, none of us would be in this situation.”

“The Sisters of Truth are after us. We couldn’t wait another day,” Matteo said. “Besides, I gave you dozens of gold stator days ahead of time. Why didn’t you have a better excuse ready for us?” Matteo said.

“I ... I was working on it, alright?” Ashif huffed and turned away.

“Yeah, I’m sure you were ‘working on it’,” Ilaria laughed. “Anyway. You failed to give everyone a clean getaway, so you get to be bait.”

Ashif grumbled, but didn’t move from his spot in the clearing. Matteo was begrudgingly impressed with the fat man's ability to stay there despite being scared. Although, thinking of him as fat wasn't accurate. Matteo had gotten used to fit and muscly Rangers and Wardens as his baseline. Ashif was merely plump. He was about forty years old and balding. The thickness around his waist was average for people with an easy life in the city.

Matteo, Ilaria, Chiara, and Medjay were hidden around the clearing. The four of them had just escaped Carcassonne after destroying the fake goddess there. The divine spell form of Ma’at would no longer influence the world around them. It also wouldn’t produce miracle pills anymore. Those pills were needed to keep the immortal Sisters of Truth alive. The powerful automatons would only have another year to live, according to Medjay.

This trap was Matteo’s idea. He correctly guessed that the soldiers of Carcassonne would be able to follow them to the remote mountaintop twenty miles north of the city. Ashif, the teleportation assistant, had originally planned on wiping their coordinates from the system after the teleport. But when Ashif was found out, he jumped on the teleport platform with them. He successfully escaped with the other four, but now they could be followed.

Chiara had initially agreed with Ashif and urged them to run before the teleport platform could be charged up again. Ashif assured them they would have at least forty-five minutes before another long range teleport would be possible. Matteo insisted they stay. They hadn’t had the time to collect their supplies before they left the city. They were out in the wilderness without food or shelter. He was guessing that the soldiers sent after them would bring supplies for the hunt. They could ambush those sent to hunt them and get their supplies that way.

Ilaria and Medjay were planning on using their magics in concert to quickly take out their pursuers. That plan required bait to make sure the soldiers were all in one spot. That was why Ashif was sitting tied up in the middle of the clearing they had appeared in. The man periodically complained, but Matteo ignored him.

He wasn’t so heartless that he didn’t care if Ashif died or not, but the balding man wasn’t Matteo’s friend. That honor went to the three ladies hidden around the clearing. Ilaria and Chiara had been on his first squad while training to be a Ranger. Chiara was small with a short haircut. Matteo used to think she looked fun and adorable. Now she seemed shifty. Her faith in Ma’at made him question her allegiances. She had betrayed them to the Sisters of Truth, and then changed sides again when she thought that Ma'at wanted her to destroy the spell forms.

Ilaria shifted and pushed her blond hair out of her eyes. At least Matteo could trust her implicitly. She had given up her position on the Tartaruga Rangers to come on this mission. Or more precisely, to be with him. She wanted to explore a relationship. Matteo didn't want to think of that kind of thing right now, but he had to admit she had a great personality and wonderful curves.

It was harder to spot Medjay hidden in the bushes. Her green metal skin blended in and her ability as an automaton let her stay completely still. As soon as he thought that, she shifted in place. That reminded him that her leg was part human now. The divine spell form had bizarrely chosen to give her a human foot when her metallic one had been cut off. Matteo would be spending most of his time thinking about that strange event if it wasn’t for his own situation.

His left hand had been injured and Ma’at’s spell form had given him metal fingers. At the same time, his right arm had been converted from a bulky prosthetic to a slim and strong automaton arm. If that wasn’t strange enough, his right eye was mechanical now. He felt like he was half automaton. His metal eye gave him a different view of the world, and it was going to take some time to learn how to decipher the new vision.

Now that they were out in the wilderness, Matteo had taken his eye patch off and looked around. With the new eyeball, he could sense things he didn’t know how to describe. Medjay had said she thought her vision was very similar to standard human vision and didn't know what he was seeing. Then again, they hadn’t had time to really get into it. Maybe she assumed everyone could see air currents, or ambient mana, or something like that.

One feature he  understood was that if he focused on something in the distance, it would suddenly appear closer. They were set up in the foothills of a large mountain, and he could easily examine the valley below and the mountains above. Both directions looked dangerous. The valley below was covered with monster swarms, and the mountain above was blanketed with enchanted turrets.

It was half the reason Matteo had chosen this spot for their teleportation destination. He knew that there would be people after him when he set up this escape plan. He chose a destination most people wouldn’t assume he had fled to. Deadly traps and monsters covered the hundred miles between the capitol cities of Carcassonne and Thatcham.. It used to only be enchanted traps, but Thatcham had discovered a way to create new kaiju and turn them into monster swarms to trigger all the traps in the valley below.

Or at least he had assumed it was Thatcham. Medjay had told him about a third nation he hadn’t known about, Ceto. He assumed that most educated people knew about Ceto, but as a poor boy from a small kaiju city, he hadn’t had the best education. He had only known about Thatcham because it was the nation they had been at war with for decades.

Now that he knew Ceto housed the Echidna spell form, he assumed they were the ones providing kaiju to Thatcham. The two nations must have banded together to defeat Carcassonne and destroy Ma’at’s spell form.

That’s what this was all about. The three spell forms imitating the goddesses Ma’at, Isfet, and Echidna ran on divine magic. A magic that was drying up. The three spell forms couldn’t coexist, and the ensouled automatons that relied on them had forced the three nations into war.

Matteo and his group had destroyed the Ma’at spell form, ending the war in Carcassonne. That act had saved thousands of lives, and their plan was to save even more by destroying the other two spell forms. First things first, they needed to spring the trap in the clearing and collect the supplies they would need to head out through the wilderness.

He felt a little guilty about this trap. The people sent after him were probably just soldiers following orders. They were going to kill some of the very people he wanted to save. Originally, he had wanted to devise a way to take the supplies without killing them, but the rest of the squad convinced him that would be too dangerous.

“How much longer do you want to wait? It’s been an hour. If they were going to come after us, they would have done it by now,” Ashif said and wiggled in the bindings to try to get comfortable.

“If they are coming after us, we have to know. If they aren’t coming after us, then we aren’t in a hurry. We’ll stay here until nightfall at least,” Matteo said.

“Nightfall? Screw that. If you are going to leave me tied up that long, someone has got to come adjust the ties. The cloth is digging into my wrists,” Ashif said.

Matteo considered his response. The whiny enchanter had only made things worse for them when he jumped on the teleport pad. On the other hand, his runic knowledge would be useful. He could be a valuable addition to the team. It wasn’t like Matteo had a lot of choice in who to work with these days.

Before Matteo could reply, he heard something in the distance. It was the snap of a twig. He burrowed down deeper under the thorny bush he was hiding under. He heard footsteps slowly approaching. The soldiers after them must have expected a trap. They had teleported to a nearby location and were carefully approaching from the north. He held his breath, hoping that the others would do the same.

“Help! You gotta free me! There are monsters out there!” Ashif said.

Matteo mentally thanked Ashif for providing a noisy distraction. He was very good bait. A squad of eight soldiers slowly walked into the clearing. Four of them held strange objects; a broom, toy cart, rope, and a clamshell. Those must be the magic artifacts they were bound to. The other four were mundane soldiers wielding enchanted weapons. Matteo had seen them in action, pulping monsters with the sonics the weapon emitted. All eight of the soldiers were wearing scout uniforms. This must be the expeditionary force before they brought in the heavy hitters.

The soldiers mostly ignored Ashif as they walked closer to him, keeping watch out for an ambush. Good instincts. Too bad it wouldn’t do them any good. Matteo checked his mana pool to see how much mana he would have for this fight.

	Rune Scribe Pen Bond with Matteo Del Fante
Elemental Golem Core Bond with Matteo Del Fante

	Affinity : 100%
Affinity : 62%
	Green Aptitude : 66%
Red Aptitude : 72 %

	Magic Energy : 23 (+12)
	Strength : 21 (+5)

	Flexibility : Medium
Command Method: Remote
	Agility : 33 (+3)

	Activation : Rune Words
Creation Efficiency : 1/10
	Senses : 18 (+4)

	Mana Pool : 58/64 (+27/35)
	Constitution : 30 (+4)

	Level 22 (+13)

		


He had eighty-five mana. That was plenty to deal with these eight scouts. Not that he expected to use any of his mana. Medjay and Ilaria should be able to handle the soldiers on their own. He still pulled out his runic scribe pen. It had four beads along its spine, each one a spell he had prepared in advance by tracing it out. He could cast all four spells in less than a second if he had to.

“Shut up,” the soldier with the toy cart said as he got close to Ashif. “Where are the rest of the traitors?”

“I’m not a traitor!” Ashif shouted, affronted. “I’m a patriot! That’s why they tied me up and left me here. They didn’t want me giving away their position. I hope you get those nasty apostates.”

“If you really aren’t with them, where did they go?” the bound soldier said.

“Can’t you tell? They dug straight down,” Ashif said.

Several things happened in the next second and a half. The soldiers looked down to see a metal wall appear under their feet. An instant after they looked down, another metal wall appeared over their heads, complete with crown molding. Shortly afterwards, four walls appeared to complete the box, trapping seven of them inside.

The bound holding the broom hadn’t looked down before he shot up into the sky. He avoided the trap Medjay had created, mostly out of instinct. Matteo put a stop to his retreat with a force trap directly above him. The stored spell appeared with a flash of blue and then turned invisible just in time for the soldier to smack into it. The stored force blasted the man back down. The instant the soldier hit the metal wall from above, Ilaria let loose. She sent her strongest lightning attack surging forward, a thick branch of electricity that played across the entire metal box Medjay had created.

Ashif cried out and fell backward, but none of the tendrils of electricity hit him. Ilaria sent all of her considerable magic power into the box and the soldiers inside. Medjay had placed all of her walls flush with each other, making the box impenetrable.

If Medjay had a standard artifact, Matteo would be worried about the bound breaking out of the trap. Some bound in the army were high leveled enough to punch through stone. It wouldn’t be enough to punch through Medjay’s walls. She didn’t have a standard artifact. She had a much stronger relic at her command. Her walls would stop anyone below level twenty-five, and many above it.

Once Ilaria had spent half of her mana pool pumping electricity into the box, she stopped. The clearing was quiet once more. Ashif was breathing heavily, his eyes wide. Ilaria stood up from behind her bush and walked up to the metal walls.

“I am pretty sure that got them all,” she said and knocked on the walls. Residual electricity arced towards her and was absorbed.

“We’ll know in a few seconds,” Medjay said and walked up to her box. The one weakness in her relic was that her walls only lasted twenty seconds.

Matteo traced out a force rune and ignited it. An incredibly thin sword appeared at the tip of his pen. If he had the right angle, it could cut through almost anything.

The walls disappeared a moment later and all eight bodies lay there lifelessly. Matteo wrinkled his nose at the acrid smell. Ilaria grabbed a knife from one of the soldiers and stabbed each one to make sure they were truly dead. Matteo didn’t move to help her. He was getting sick of all the death that his plan required. He knew it was necessary to save everyone from war and the tyranny of the Sisters of Truth. Still, it was all too much. When this was all over, he was going to get a job as a librarian or something far away from violence.

With everyone verified as dead, it was time to collect their supplies and move on. Carcassonne could send another team in forty-five minutes. They needed to get out of here.

Matteo turned around and said, “Get up, Ashif, and I’ll cut you loose.”

“Actually, I was hoping you would untie me,” Ashif said. “That blade looks a little too sharp...”

Matteo stopped paying attention because he saw something behind Ashif. The bush behind him was moving against the wind.


Book 3 Chapter 2: Curved Chutes

Matteo swore and dropped into a combat stance. He had seen a bush move and was fairly certain there was an invisible soldier out here. They had just killed eight soldiers, but the teleportation platform had room for ten.

“Everyone, to me! I think there's someone out there!” Matteo shouted. “Chiara, send out all of your terror wasps and have them circle us.”

The four of them stood back to back with Ashif at their feet. Chiara did as he asked and created a circling dome of forty glowing orange wasps. If any of them hit the soldier, they would automatically explode. The wasp’s angry buzzing filled the clearing.

“Where did you see them?” Ilaria asked.

Matteo pointed and said, “I saw that bush there move. I think there’s an invisible soldier out there somewhere.”

Ilaria gently put her hand on his shoulder. “Are you sure it wasn’t just the wind? If there was a soldier out there, they would have attacked earlier, wouldn’t they?”

That was a good point, and it had Matteo doubting himself. He used his new mechanical eye to zoom in and examine the dirt near the bush. Footprints. No one else had been near that bush, so his assumption had been correct. He didn’t say that, though. Instead, he dismissed his force sword and traced out an illuminate-jet rune.

He knelt down and held his pen just over Ashif’s prone body. With a thought, he sent the spell blazing across the clearing. He quickly swept it from left to right, slicing through dozens of bushes. And one soldier. The man’s armor protected him enough that he was only charred a bit. But he was visible now. Ilaria pounced on the opportunity and sent a thin tendril of lightning snaking through his armor to hit the human beneath it. He was dead within moments.

Matteo traced out another few illuminate-jets and sliced through the rest of the surrounding bushes. No more hidden soldiers appeared. He stood back up and said, “That was probably the last of them. I bet the invisible guy wasn’t attacking because he knew he was outmatched. He was probably trying to track us and report back our location.”

“Yeah, I bet you are right. Sorry I doubted you,” Ilaria said. “What’s the plan now, boss?”

“Let’s collect all the supplies we can use. We are going to be in the wilderness for a few days. Go through every bag and take out anything enchanted. We don’t want to accidentally bring a tracking or communication device along with us,” Matteo said.

The ladies got to work while Matteo untied Ashif by hand. The middle-aged man thanked him as he rubbed his wrists. Then he said, “What’s the rest of your plan? Do you have contacts in Thatcham or something?”

“Oh, that’s right. You don’t know what we are doing here,” Matteo said. “I’ll give you the long version later once we are far from here. The short version is that the Sisters of Truth are actually immortal tyrants. They are the real reason behind the war. We are going to destroy the fake goddesses they are fighting over and free the world from their tyranny.”

“Oh,” Ashif said. “Any chance you can drop me off somewhere first?”

Matteo chuckled and patted him on his shoulder. “Sorry, buddy. You are stuck with us now. The true rulers of Carcassonne, the Sisters of Truth, are after us and they are going to find out that you helped us escape. Your best chance at survival is sticking with us.” Matteo shrugged. “I mean, you can try and head out on your own. We won’t stop you. I’m just saying, if you want to live, you can come with us.”

Ashif stood there in shock, trying to process what Matteo had just said. He patted the enchanter on the shoulder again and walked over to the bags. He helped them collect three small tents and five bedrolls. Next, they gathered hardtack, water skins, and three small healing potions. There had been more healing potions, but they had been burst in the attack. The squad packed five small bags with food and supplies for the trip. There wasn’t much there. Matteo estimated they had about three days of food and water for the four of them. Medjay wouldn’t need any food, of course.

They recovered some of the shields and weapons from the soldiers as well. Many of them had gotten broken or destroyed, but they had enough for four of them to hold a buckler shield. Medjay didn’t want a shield since she had her relic. All five of them picked up a side weapon, most of them grabbed a short sword. Matteo picked up a mace, one that reminded him of the warhammer he used all those months ago when he first started training to be a Ranger.

Once the bags were re-packed, Matteo walked to the edge of the clearing. The edge of the foothill dropped off fairly sharply after that. Matteo looked downhill to the valley below with his enhanced eyesight. The vegetation was bigger down there, thorny bushes and scraggly trees covered the valley floor. It wasn’t enough to hide the horde of monsters below.

The Thatcham army had broken through Carcassonne's numerous defenses with waves of monster swarms. They killed kaiju and fed the mana core to various types of monsters that swarmed over the land, springing every trap and destroying all the defenses. The horde in front of him wouldn’t last long. There wasn’t enough food or mana for them to survive. Until then, he needed to get his squad through a sea of monsters.

His new mechanical eye let him identify what kind of monsters made up the swarm below. There were frost ants, yeti, mirage ladybugs, and decay worms. There was another type mixed in with them he couldn’t quite see. Probably a puma or panther of some sort. Each of monster type would make a formidable fight on their own, let alone when their instincts drove them to attack the humans together.

“Medjay, can you make us a series of slides to get us down there?” Matteo said.

“I have that capability. However, it seems counterproductive to leap into the field of deadly monsters,” Medjay replied.

“I think it’s necessary. They are going to send more of them after us. Probably someone with a tracking artifact. We need to start by putting a lot of distance between us and them. Then head down to the valley where it will be harder for them to track us. I know I am just exchanging one fight for another, but I prefer fighting monsters. They are a known quantity. Besides, I am getting sick of killing the people we are trying to save,” Matteo said.

Medjay said, “I can get us a few miles north before we slide down into the valley. It should get us around twenty miles forward before I have to start conserving mana.”

Medjay and Ilaria nodded. Chiara didn’t react, but she seemed ready to go. Ashif said, “Isn’t there a safer option than sliding down to our doom?”

Matteo pointed up to the magical turrets above them on the mountain. “We are in the hundred mile dead zone between Carcassonne and Thatcham. There are monsters below and magical defenses above. They call it the deadliest place on Mira. The monsters are the safer option. Feel free to set out on your own, but I think you might want to come with us.”

“If the choice is between joining you and certain death, then I am happy to come along!” Ashif said brightly.

Matteo shook his head at the silly tone and gestured toward Medjay. She created a wall flat on the ground with cornices around all four edges. Everyone hopped aboard. Ashif stumbled as he got on and Matteo grabbed his arm to steady him.

“Ilaria, help Matteo. I’m going to keep throwing us to conserve mana. I doubt Ashif will be able to keep his footing without your help,” Medjay said.

As she walked over to him, the wall lifted from the ground and started accelerating. It tilted forward to keep them all standing. About ten seconds later, Medjay yelled for them to brace and the wall shot forward even faster. The wall disappeared a moment later, and they were flying through the air. Ashif screamed in terror and tried to flail around. Matteo and Ilaria held him in place.

They arced through the air a few hundred feet before Medjay made another wall appear in front of them. Matteo and Ilaria worked together to get Ashif oriented towards the midair wall they were quickly approaching. The two bound got the mundane’s legs pointed the right way just as they touched down. The wall gave a bit as they landed, making the maneuver easier. Matteo and Ilaria had to hold on to a still screaming Ashif until he realized there was a wall beneath his feet once more.

Once Medjay was certain everyone was standing once more, she tilted the wall and sent it flying once more. Ashif’s screams ended, and he looked around in panic. The rest of the squad was standing there stoically. None of them had done this before, but their bound stats made it easy. Their senses, strength, and dexterity were all superhuman. Being flung through the air by a metal wall wasn’t even taxing for the four of them.

Ashif eventually stopped screaming. He got used to the rhythm of the jumps. Twenty seconds of wall time, culminating with a final acceleration. A trip through the air, and then a soft landing. Over and over again.

Occasionally, a mirage beetle would fly up to them. Ilaria took care of them before they got close. Her branching electric attacks were perfect for dispelling the illusions and knocking the two-ton beetles out of the sky. It wasn’t enough to kill them, but they were out of range before the monsters recovered.

One jump after another, the five people flew. Medjay kept them over the foothills so they wouldn’t lose any height. After a while, Medjay slowed them to a stop and lowered them to the ground. Matteo estimated they had gone about fifteen miles so far. Matteo thought he saw a few magical turrets ahead, so the foothills wouldn't be relatively safe anymore.

“We are going to have to stop here. My foot is unable to handle the repeated impacts of this flight method,” Medjay said.

She took off her boots and rubbed her human calf and foot. Although she was an automaton made of green metal, the Ma’at spell form had recently changed her. When she prayed for a miracle to restore a leg that had been cut off in a fight, the fake divinity had given her a human part.

“Honestly, I think I might need to cut off the leg at the knee and replace it with a prosthetic. I believe that’s what my sisters have done over the years. That’s why they look like patchwork dolls,” Medjay said.

“This is the first time you are wearing boots in your life, right?” Chiara hesitantly said. “Maybe you need to build up some calluses.”

Medjay shrugged. “I don’t know if that’s it. I get that my fleshy foot is new, but it shouldn’t hurt after just ten miles, right?”

Ilaria walked up and stood close enough that it made Chiara take a step back. Then she said, “We ran through the city before that, so it’s been longer than that. What kind of socks are you wearing? Maybe you just need a thicker pair.”

“Socks?”

A laugh burst out of Ilaria before she could control it. She quickly cut herself off and said, “Yes, dear. You will have to wear socks. Two pairs at first.” She shrugged off her backpack and pulled out a pair of socks they had taken from the soldiers.

Matteo followed suit and gave her another pair. He examined her foot and said, “It’s honestly impressive that you made it this far without blisters. I bet that means your constitution score applies to your human foot as well.”

She took the proffered socks from Matteo and Ilaria and donned them. Then she put her boots back on and took a few careful steps.

“Huh. That’s much better. Thank you,” Medjay said. She gave Ilaria a quick hug and Matteo a kiss on his cheek. She turned to Chiara and gave her a grateful nod.

Matteo turned to the valley while he thought about his plans for the future. There were a lot of challenges in his way. Not just the monsters in the valley below, or the defenses of the city they had to infiltrate. Their squad wasn’t united. Ashif was only here because he messed up. He was mundane and would be a liability, even if he did his best to help them.

Chiara was worse. She had betrayed them in Carcassonne. They were sneaking into the cavern below the basilica and Chiara and alerted the Sisters of Truth to the plan. The four of them would still be imprisoned if Matteo didn’t have a second artifact.

That, and the help of the fake divinity. Matteo was still wrapping his head around that part. It seemed like the divine spell forms had a certain amount of sentience, more than he had expected. And it wanted them to destroy all three spell forms. It was what he wanted, so he wasn’t going to reject the help. Still, it was strange that it assisted in its own destruction.

Matteo shook his head. He was getting distracted. He needed to focus on one thing at a time. Step one. Get down into the valley and hide among the monsters. Step two, run across sixty-five miles of monster-invested no-man's-land. He could worry about step three if they survived step one and two.

Right now, it was time to hop onto a multi-mile slide. Matteo leaned over to Medjay and whispered into her ear before she started throwing up walls. She smiled back at him and nodded.

“Everyone ready? Ok, let’s go. Everyone try to keep up. I think you can imagine what would happen if you fell behind,” Matteo said and hopped onto the recently formed slide.

Medjay normally made flat walls in a rectangular shape. When she had the time and concentration, she could do more than that. The slide she created was like a long, thin alcove, one that was over fifty feet long. The next wall in the series appeared as they slid close to the end of this one. It wasn’t directly below the first one; it was tilted to the side. The next one was tilted again, this time in a different direction.

“Wait! Are you giving us a curvy slide?” Ilaria shouted with shock and glee.


Book 3 Chapter 3: Of Monsters and Men

“Listen, buddy, you are going to have to calm down or you are going to give yourself a heart attack,” Matteo said with his arm around Ashif’s shoulders. “Monsters are going to constantly try to attack us. They won’t succeed. The four of us are more than enough to handle these tier one monsters. I bet we could handle a horde of tier two monsters with our artifacts.”

Ashif looked at him with disbelief and then out at the trio of monsters scrabbling and growling a few feet away from his face. Medjay had thrown up a pair of long walls on either side of them. They met above them and blocked out the sun. What was giving Ashif heart palpitations was the fact that her walls weren’t touching the ground. The five of them ran through the scrub forest and every so often a monster would get a tail or claw under the wall, reaching into grab a tasty human inside. Ilaria and Chiara wielded short swords to conserve mana. They cut off any offending limb before it could get too close.

The walls protecting them periodically disappeared because Medjay’s relic only lasted twenty seconds. Matteo had prepared an extra-long force sword for those moments. With careful strikes born of long practice, Matteo sliced all around himself. A frost ant and a pair of yeti fell to pieces. That brief respite in the swarm gave Medjay enough room to recreate her walls, and they were mostly safe for another twenty seconds. On second consideration, perhaps it was the few moments of terror every twenty seconds that was giving Ashif the heartache.

“You know, it might make sense to get him an artifact. I bet you there are a few in that cave system ahead,” Ilaria said, and pointed.

“Good point,” Matteo said. He turned to Ashif and said, “What do you think, buddy? You want an artifact? I imagine you never wanted to be a monster killer, but now that we are in this situation, wouldn’t you like a little more control over your fate?”

“First off, don’t call me buddy. It’s degrading,” Ashif puffed out. The rest of them were acting like this was a walk in the park, but he was running as fast as he could. “Second off, I don’t have a magical affinity. It’s why I became an enchanter.”

“Oh. Sorry about that, Ashif. I was just trying to be nice,” Matteo said.

Ilaria sucked air in through her teeth. “Yeah, sorry I brought it up. We’re just used to everyone around us using artifacts. You forget that two-thirds of the population is mundane.”

“Don’t call me mundane either,” Ashif said. He took a few deep breaths and continued, “I’m a regular human. It’s you lot that are impaired.”

“Impaired?” Ilaria said. “I don’t think I’m better than you or anything, but we are hardly impaired.”

Ashif shook his head, but couldn’t continue the conversation. He was giving his all to keep up with them. He had to catch his breath. Matteo swiped the monsters around them and Medjay threw up another set of walls. When she saw Ashif wasn’t going to continue, she spoke up.

“Technically, he’s correct. Our histories say that the original human was created by the goddesses with the full color spectrum of magic available to them. That’s what white is, all the colors of the rainbow blended into one. It was only generations later that humans were born without the ability to use some magic colors. You can use green and red magic artifacts because you have lost the ability to use yellow and purple artifacts,” Medjay said. She directed the group to go around a group of decay worms. Those monsters were easy to kill, but the smell of their death magic was abhorrent.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Ilaria said. “If most humans have the ability to use all the magic colors, how come they can’t bond with artifacts?”

“It’s said that Ma’at created artifacts for her impaired children. Back in the early days of the world, when magic was still thick, relics were common and artifacts were rare. As magic has thinned, that ratio has reversed,” Medjay said.

“Really? Relics used to be common? I thought they were only made in grand temples of the founders,” Matteo said.

“That was a perversion of the goddesses’ will. They wanted relics to be available for anyone willing to brave the wilds and claim power for themselves,” Medjay said.

Ilaria sent out a wave of electricity, killing a dozen frost ants ahead of them. The cold mist they gave off was the perfect conductor for her magic. As the squad ran past the bodies, she said, “It’s just wild to think how different it used to be.”

“It’s true,” Ashif huffed out. “It’s also why the bound can’t enchant. You need white magic to enchant runes.”

“Unless you are an automaton. We have white magic, and yet we cannot enchant. It’s one of the reasons we only use relics. We cannot bind to normal artifacts,” Medjay said sadly.

“Wait. White magic? I’ve seen white magic artifacts. Could most humans bind to those artifacts?” Matteo said.

“They can. Unfortunately for most humans, white magic artifacts are even more rare than relics. That’s why they are worth so much stator,” Medjay said.

“Huh. I never knew that,” Matteo said.

The conversation paused while they fought through a particularly dense group of monsters. He thought back to the artifacts he had taken from the cultists. They had brought a high leveled artifact of every color to use as a magical bomb. Their squad had killed the cultists threatening Carcassonne and recovered the artifacts. Matteo had traded away some of them already, but he still had a few left, including the white magic artifact hidden underneath his armor. He could give it to Ashif to increase the power of their squad.

Although, it might be much more useful to sell it in Thatcham. Medjay was used to the opulent life in the basilica. If she said white magic artifacts were worth a lot, then they were very valuable. Who knows, maybe it would be enough to buy a mercenary group to destroy the divine spell forms for them.

“It’s getting dark. Let’s see if we can find a cave system and hole up for the night,” Matteo said.

Chiara squinted at the sun and said, “Are you sure? I think we can make it further tonight. They are bound to send another squad after us. Probably a tracker, too.”

“You’re not wrong, but Ashif and Medjay need a break. If they get blisters today, we will be much slower tomorrow,” Matteo said.

Medjay nodded. Her walls timed out, but she didn’t immediately replace them. Despite the fact that the valley was covered with monster swarms, the beasts weren’t shoulder to shoulder. They were able to run a quarter mile before they encountered another group.

This time, it was a group of mirage beetles. They didn’t know how many there were, since the monster’s magic power was to create illusion duplicates of themselves. There could be five or fifteen mirage beetles in the clearing. None of them were facing towards the humans.

The monsters were dealing with their own deadly fight. There was a tier two monster preying on the group of tier one beetles. A troll boar. The hideous monster was tearing through their ranks. It was eight feet tall at its shoulders, shorter than the surrounding monsters. It was substantially stronger, though. Almost every strike of its tusks or claws broke through the beetle’s exoskeleton. Yellow blood splattered the landscape. Occasionally, a beetle would get a good hit in, opening up a long gash in the boar’s tough hide. But then its troll blood kicked in and healed the injury in seconds. The beetles would be long dead if not for their illusions. Most attacks by the troll boar hit an illusionary beetle and dispelled it. The tactic kept them alive, but wouldn’t work forever. They were already slowing down from the loss of blood.

Medjay assessed the danger and turned aside. She was going to take them around the group while they were distracted by each other. Matteo motioned for her to stop and quietly said, “We are sleeping close by. We can’t leave a tier two alive nearby.”

She nodded, and he led them all to a nearby bush. They were going to let the troll boar exhaust himself fighting the mirage beetles before they attacked. They would need every advantage they could get. The four bound quietly whispered their attack plan while the battle raged on. They agreed on their strategy, and Chiara summoned all forty of her terror wasps.

She directed the glowing orange summons to land and walk around the clearing, hiding among the blood covered bushes. Matteo was impressed with her control. Months ago when they were just starting out, she could only get them pointed in a general direction. It was the work of several weeks just to get one of them to land and not explode.

He traced out a rune word, fireball-oil-magnify. When it was ready, he traced out a crystal-trap. The rune word took more than half of his mana pool, but thankfully, the single rune wasn’t much. Months ago, he had been disappointed that he couldn’t create rune words with just two runes. Now he understood just how flexible a single rune could be. He could make a huge variety of effects with the few runes he knew.

Less than a minute later, the final mirage beetle fell to the inexorable attacks of the troll boar. It started feasting on the corpses it had created. Matteo signaled for Chiara to attack. They didn’t want to give the monster a chance to regain its mana.

Forty terror wasps sprung up and flew directly at the troll boar. A few of them collided with each other and exploded. The remaining thirty-six summons impacted the monster, one after another, in a sharp staccato of explosions. The combined efforts of the swarm destroyed more than half of the monster’s body mass.

It all grew back within ten seconds.

Matteo expected that. He knew the magical power of a tier two monster was overwhelming. Just before the troll boar finished restoring itself, Matteo tapped Ilaria on the shoulder. She stepped forward and unleashed a torrent of electricity. This was her single target attack. A bright tendril of plasma directly connected to the monster’s body. The sustained current locked the monster in place and started cooking it from inside. Smoke curled up from its fur and its eye sockets were streaming blood.

Despite all that, it started taking steps towards Ilaria. Matteo tapped Medjay the instant after the lightning attack cut out. Four walls and a ceiling appeared around the monster. An instant later one of them was dented out. Medjay’s walls were made by a powerful relic, but even they were no match for the might of a tier two monster. It would break out soon.

Between the repeated bangs, Matteo activated his prepared rune word. A thick column of fire burst out of the pen’s tip. It was quickly absorbed into the elemental golem core he held in his other hand. It was nice having two artifacts that synergized so well together. The core absorbed all the fire he created and used it to form a fire golem eleven feet tall.

As it formed, the troll boar continued its attack, the one wall continuing to bulge out. The monster was going to break through soon. Ashif sucked in a big breath through his teeth. Matteo patted him on the shoulder.

Matteo turned to the golem and said, “There is a monster inside that box. Once it gets out, attack it with everything you have. Prioritize strikes to the brain.”

The golem nodded in understanding and walked over to the metal box. The troll boar didn’t get the chance to fully escape before the twenty seconds were up. All at once, the walls disappeared. The monster stumbled as the fire golem attacked.

With an eleven foot tall frame, every strike had serious power behind it. The monster hide the beetles struggled to get through was easily parted by the fire hands. Attack after attack removed blood, bits of bone, and brain matter.. The troll boar didn’t seem to care. It traded defense for pure berserker offense. A strike with its tusks did more damage to its face than it did to the golem, but that face was healed an instant later.

Every attack the fire golem took removed a bit of its flame. It shrunk slightly with each blow. Five seconds into the fight, it had already lost a foot of its height. The golem renewed its attack, at one point entirely beheading the monster. Ten seconds later, the head grew back.

The tier two monster was implacable. Matteo involuntarily took a step back. Maybe he had been a bit hasty about attacking a monster he knew could heal from anything. His plan had been to wear out the monster’s magic with the staggered attacks. The fire golem should have been a perfect counter to the troll’s regeneration. They said fire was the only weakness trolls had.

Evidently, that didn’t apply to troll boars. Matteo glanced back to check their escape path.
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Matteo had one more stored rune, the crystal trap. He used it to create a trap directly in front of the rampaging troll boar. The instant an errant claw hit the pane of magic, a half dozen spears shot forward. They impaled the monster and the fire golem that was fighting it. Matteo’s golem melted the ends of the crystal spears and continued fighting. It had shrunk down to five feet now, but it was still an effective fighter.

The troll boar wasn’t able to deal with the crystal spears so easily. Its prodigious healing magics tried to heal the puncture wounds, but the spears were still stuck in the wounds. The monster tried to take the spears out of its body, but failed. Its long claws were great at rending flesh, but terrible at gripping things.

Healing magic tried to close the wounds around the crystals, again and again. It failed every time. Other materials might have been pushed out of the boar, but the hexagonal spears were perfect for this situation. Their sharp edges created a new wound every time the boar moved, and it couldn’t stop moving.

Matteo saw what was happening and called his golem back to himself. They all stood there and watched as the troll boar kept writhing in pain and opening up new wounds. It was a never-ending cycle. Minutes passed as the troll boar slowly exhausted itself.

Ashif saw that he was safe for now. He walked up to Matteo and said, “I didn’t know monsters ate each other. How come there are still so many monsters about?”

Matteo shook his head. “Most monsters don’t prey on each other. The tier one monsters’ instincts have them mostly ignore each other, but tier two monsters are different. Their mana requirements are higher, and they attack fellow monsters when they run low. Obviously, they still prioritize humans.”

“And this concentration of monsters isn’t normal in the first place. There are way more because they killed a kaiju and used the mana core to create a monster swarm,” Ilaria added. “There is typically only one or two monsters per square mile. Otherwise, the ambient mana can’t support them.”

Ashif nodded, and they turned back to the struggling monster. Twenty minutes later, the troll boar finally died. In that time, they had fended off three waves of tier one monsters. They had been drawn by the sounds of fighting and the squeals of the boar. Matteo would have left the area long ago, but Medjay insisted it would be worth it.

Once it was dead, Matteo said, “Now what?”

“Now we get our prize!” Medjay said and drew a short sword.

She stabbed it into the beast and started to butcher it. She got a good rack of ribs, a rump roast, and some slab bacon. Matteo hadn’t expected that. Automatons could eat, but didn't need to. Still, he was thankful that she thought of her human team members. Once she loaded Chiara up with the best cuts of meat, she went back to the corpse and cut into the heart area. Instead of the organ he was expecting, she pulled out a glowing red orb.

“An evocation sphere? That’s where they come from?” Ashif said and swore. “No wonder they are so expensive.”

“What’s an evocation sphere?” Matteo said.

“That thing, obviously. It functions as a capacitor for high-level rituals where the runic pathways can’t handle the static load,” Ashif said.

“Huh?”

“It’s an expensive thing that’s needed for some magical devices, like our teleporter or the city shields,” Ashif said.

“That’s almost accurate. The evocation spheres needed for those applications require a tier three monster. This evocation sphere would handle something smaller, like the climate control for a building,” Medjay said happily as she held it up.

Matteo decided not to mention how grisly she looked, with blood dripping off her forearms. Instead, he did his own butchering. He took a single wing case from a mirage beetle. It would make for a good doorway when they holed up for the night. The natural magics still present in the exoskeleton should convince other monsters that there was nothing interesting behind it.

The group diverted to clean off in a nearby river, and then they found a cave to hole up in. It wasn’t too deep, but still protected them from wandering monsters. Matteo made the cave more livable by installing the ‘door’, making the ceiling glow, and lasering out air vents for the fire he lit afterwards.

Chiara and Ilaria argued about who was the better chef, with Ashif mediating the argument. Matteo didn’t feel the need to jump in. If they didn’t come to an agreement by the time the fire had died down a bit, he would cook the monster pork himself. He had learned a few things while pretending to be Karlotta’s sous chef. He was going to miss that little girl. Even if he returned to Carcassonne before she grew up, they were going to be gone for a while.

Medjay walked over and sat down next to him and said, “Matteo, you mentioned that you had a white magic artifact with you. May I see it, please?”

“Sure. Give me a second,” Matteo said and removed his robes and armor. He was left in a comfortable tunic and pants. He had a few artifacts tucked into his waistband. He had a white, red, green, and orange artifact.

He had originally planned on using them to level up later when they would be more effective. Now that he had destroyed the source of new artifacts, he had a new plan. He had a vague idea about forming a monster killing group after this was all over. Just because no new monsters would appear didn’t mean that the old ones would die on their own.

The white magic artifact was a picture frame about six inches tall. He identified it again to remind himself and read her the description.

	Replica Portrait Frame (White Magic 51)

	You are not compatible with this artifact. Absorption will destroy it. Absorb anyway?

	Yes
	No

		


Naturally, he selected ‘no’ to the box’s question and handed her the small frame. He said, “With a name like that, I figure it will make a copy of whatever you paint on the canvas. Something like that anyway. Whatever it does, it will be powerful. At level fifty-one, that artifact has a lot of power. If I didn’t already have two artifacts, I would want it for myself.”

Medjay giggled and said, “Control your avarice, my handsome friend.”

A slight blush colored his cheeks, and he said, “What do you want it for?”

“I am considering switching to this artifact instead of my relic. Ensouled automatons can only use white magic. It’s one of the reasons we all use relics. They are easier to come across than white magic artifacts. However, the wall ring isn’t a great relic. This portrait artifact might be better for me,” Medjay said.

“Really? You would give up your relic for an artifact?” Matteo said. “Kind of a big step, yeah? You can unbind from a relic, but not an artifact.”

“Indeed. It would be a permanent decision. One with frustratingly little information. The only way to discover this artifact’s magic is to make an irrevocable choice and bond with it,” Medjay said. She took off her relic ring and played with it. “My sisters gave me this relic and told me it held great powers that I could unlock through time and diligence. I learned this morning that they purposely gave me their weakest relic on purpose because they didn’t trust me.”

“It’s hard to believe that was just this morning. A lot has happened since I woke up,” Matteo said.

“Indeed,” Medjay said as she examined the ring. “Their mistrust was valid. I did betray their trust and we are attempting to remove their tyrannical hold on the world. Still, this ring has terrible associations now.”

“Speaking of which, I was thinking about changing our plans. Why not tell everyone the truth about the Sisters and work together to take them down?” Matteo said.

“Fomenting rebellion wouldn’t be a bad idea. However, for now I urge focusing on speed over politics. Both Carcassonne and Thatcham Sisters of Truth are at least fifty miles behind us. Now is the best time to attack the divine spell form in Thatcham. Trust me, we do not wish to tangle with their powerful relics. We would be lucky to survive, let alone the fate of any allies we could muster. Best to avoid them altogether. Without the divine tears the spell forms provide, my sisters will die in a year.”

Matteo nodded. “Alright, for now we stick to the original plan. We sneak into Thatcham, destroy the fake Isfet and sneak out. We don’t want to cause any more death than we have to.”

Ashif sat down next to Matteo and groaned at the pain. He rubbed his sore feet and said, “Actually, could you tell me more about the plan? I still don’t know what you mean by fake goddesses.”

“Right, you don’t know the whole story. Alright, to start off, you know those stupid rumors about ‘the true power behind the triumvirate’ ruling the world?” Matteo said.

“Yeah?”

“Turns out they were true. Automatons with souls have made themselves immortal and have been ruling the three countries from the shadows for decades. They call themselves the Sisters of Truth, but they are really tyrants that have killed hundreds of thousands in their wars.”

Ashif looked around the room, wondering if this was a joke, or if these people were insane.

“It’s true. Think about it. Wars are typically fought over resources, like land or materials. Thatcham has nothing Carcassonne wants. They were our allies years ago, and the only thing that has changed is that the Triumvirate calls them evil cult worshipers now. So many have died in a war that only benefits the sisters.”

Matteo continued his explanation with assistance from Medjay. He explained that the goddesses were gone and had left the divine spell forms as a gift. A gift the Sisters were misusing. She walked him through how she had gained this information, and why they had to destroy the other two spell forms now. Chiara chimed in at the end by pointing out the answer to her prayers. They were on a divine mission to destroy the fake goddesses.

“Whether or not you are one of the faithful, I hope you can help us out,” Matteo said. “We could use all the help we can get. We won’t make you join us, though. I was kind of glib yesterday, but you do have a choice. After we enter Thatcham in a few days, you can slip away and start a new life.”

“That’s a lot to take in. I’ll think about it, alright?” Ashif said.

Matteo nodded and patted his shoulder. He meant it when he said Ashif could go free if he wanted. It wasn’t like the man could betray them. The people in Thatcham would have already been warned about them by now. They had their own seashell network for long distance communication. Ashif couldn’t reveal their plan of attack either, because they didn’t have one yet.

“Dinner is ready,” Chiara said. She must have won the argument. “We have pork chops with tubers and leeks. I added some bacon on top because everything is better with bacon. I hung up the rest of the pork to smoke it overnight. Medjay, I assume you are keeping watch tonight? Can you make sure the fire is fed, and the meat doesn’t get burnt? Thanks.”

“Yes, I would be happy to keep watch tonight since I have no need for sleep,” Medjay said. “Also, could you make me a small plate of bacon? I don’t think I need to eat for energy, but my flesh leg may have changed that.”

“Oh yeah. The Ma’at spell form gave you squishy skin. And Matteo got a mechanical hand and eye. What’s up with that? It’s so weird that it didn’t give you the right parts,” Ilaria said.

Chiara piped up from the fire, “I think it’s a representation of Ma’at’s benevolence. A daily reminder that we need to keep ourselves focused on the mission. If Medjay was all metal and Matteo was all flesh, then they would slowly forget about the miracle she performed for them. This way we can never forget.”

Matteo nodded along and said, “I prefer that explanation to the one I came up with. I was thinking the spell form had already started to degrade and didn’t know how to put people together correctly anymore.”

Medjay looked at him in shock. The possibility must not have occurred to her before. She shivered, probably realizing how lucky she was that the divine spell form hadn’t made a worse mistake.

They ate dinner in silence. Chiara’s dinner was very good. Her culinary skills were top-notch, but this was something else.

“Does tier two monster meat taste better than regular pork?” Matteo said.

“I don’t know, but this does taste fantastic, doesn’t it?” Ilaria said.

They looked at Medjay, but she shrugged. Her knowledge covered many areas that the rest of the group didn’t understand. This wasn’t one of them. Dinner passed quickly and then they spread out bedrolls.

Matteo walked over to Medjay where she was standing watch near the mirage beetle’s shell. He put a hand on her shoulder and said, “Thanks for standing watch for us. I know you don’t need to sleep, but I still appreciate it. Doing nothing all night is boring and I'm glad you're watching over us.”

Medjay put her arm around his waist and pulled him to her side. She whispered in his ear, “Once this is all over, we will have to think of something less boring to do at night.”

“I’m sure we can think of something that would make you tired, too,” Matteo said. The bright blush on his face undercut his suave answer.

He turned and headed back to his bedroll before he could say something stupid. His feelings surprised himself. This wasn’t the first time he flirted with a beautiful girl, but something about Medjay had him off balance. The fact that Ilaria was here was weird, too. Just a few months ago, he wanted to date her more than anything. Now she was here, and he wasn’t sure he still felt that way. What made it worse was that she was here specifically to start a relationship with him. She hadn’t said that in so many words, but he was fairly sure that’s what was going on.

He told himself to focus on the mission. He couldn’t afford to be distracted right now. There would be plenty of time to panic about emotional stuff after the fake goddesses were gone.

The next morning, Matteo woke up to the smell of bacon. Ilaria was making breakfast. That put him in a better mood. His looted bedroll was thinner than he liked. It made for a terrible night’s sleep. However, the smell of bacon made everything better. It was a far nicer breakfast than anyone could expect in a random cave in the wilderness. He stretched as he got up and headed over to Medjay. She might want another bite of food.

He found her sitting next to the cave entrance, softly crying.

“Medjay, what’s wrong?” Matteo said as he knelt down next to her.

“Nothing’s wrong, exactly. I’m simply overwhelmed with the implications,” Medjay said. She looked up at him and then jerked her head back. “It happened to you, too?”
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“What are you talking about?” Matteo said.

“Look at my knee,” Medjay said and pulled up her pant leg.

He looked down to see her flesh leg connecting to her green metal body at the knee. He gently said, “I’m sorry. It must be a huge adjustment to have a body part that feels foreign.”

She shook her head, “No, that’s not it. I lost my leg two inches below the knee yesterday. Now it’s one inch. The human part is growing. If this continues, I might be entirely flesh and blood within the year.”

Matteo tipped back and fell heavily on his butt. The divine spell form from yesterday hadn’t just given her a leg. It had started a transformation process. This would be a huge change for Medjay.

“So, how do you feel about that? Is this a good thing, or are you thinking of cutting it off before it spreads?” Matteo said, not bothering to get up from the floor. Medjay was down there, too.

“I feel inundated with the possible ramifications. What’s it like being human? Will I be able to adjust to being less than I am now? My lifespan was five years. Does this mean I will live longer? Could I have children one day? It’s all a mess. Your question about cutting it off is a good one. If I did, it would probably halt the transformation. The only problem is I should make that decision soon. Founder joints are far superior to anything we can produce now. If my knee turns to bone instead of metal, I will forever have an inferior leg,” Medjay said, and tapped her knee.

“That’s a lot to take in. It’s like you have a ticking clock forcing you to make a decision now that will affect you for the rest of your life. I can’t imagine how stressful that must be to be in that situation,” Matteo said.

“Ah, well,” Medjay said and gave him an awkward look. “You don’t have to imagine. The same thing is happening to you. Yesterday, only your eyeball was mechanical. Now your eyelid is metal as well.”

Matteo slowly brought his hand up to his eye and closed it. A soft tink sounded as he touched it. He dropped his hand and let out the longest swear word of his life.

He was turning into an automaton and Medjay was turning into a human. He swore again.

It took a while before Matteo’s brain started working again. Eventually, though, he realized Ilaria was sitting next to him and offering him some bacon. He startled and looked around the cave. He didn’t know how long he had been sitting there in shock. Numbly, he took a slice of bacon and ate it. Afterwards, he licked his fingers and made a face.

All of his fingers were metal now. He just had one flesh thumb left and that would be gone soon, too. It just depended on how fast the transformation was. He zoned out again, staring at the thumb he would be losing soon.

“Is it really so bad?” Ilaria said.

Matteo jerked his head up and looked at her.

“So what if you turn into an automaton? You will still be you, just a little more metallic. Medjay didn’t seem to mind that kind of existence,” Ilaria said.

Matteo opened and closed his mouth. He thought about it for a bit and then said, “Part of it is the unknown. What will this change entail? Then there are the known problems. I’ll probably live a much shorter life. I won’t be able to... to live a normal life. I won’t be able to fit in anywhere. Even the other automaton won’t consider me one of their own.”

Ilaria hugged him tight. “You will always be one of mine. Always.”

Matteo hugged her back. After a while, he continued, “I don’t mind my metal arm. Once I got that crystallium shard to power it, my arm has been more of a help than a hindrance. When we arrived in Carcassonne, Chiara asked me if I wanted to buy a miracle pill to regrow my arm. I said no. I built this arm, my father improved it, and the goddess streamlined it. I’ve claimed it as my own. This hand, though, this eye, they aren’t mine. These are changes I didn’t want. They are being forced on me. I feel like my body is being torn away from me.”

Ilaria nodded. “If you feel that strongly, maybe we could buy a miracle pill or two in Thatcham. It will require some careful cutting, but I bet we can get you back to being fully human.”

Matteo shook his head. “Even if I wasn’t worried about losing my connection to one of my artifacts, I’ve just realized I can’t do that. Who am I to take a miracle pill when we are working to make them disappear? How can I take away someone else’s chance at walking again, or holding their baby? No, I’ll just have to hope the changes don’t go too far.”

“Personally, I hope that the changes continue,” Medjay said. “But for you, I think there is an alternate path forward. You can simply ask the Isfet spell form for another miracle. It can reverse or just halt the changes you are undergoing. We are going to be there anyway. Why not try it?”

Matteo tilted his head. That’s how he got into this mess. Perhaps he could be a little more specific with his prayer this time around. He nodded at Medjay. He could get behind that.

“If it helps any, Matteo,” Chiara said as she walked up. “I still think you’re ugly.”

Matteo burst out laughing. He stood up and gave her a playful push. “Why you gotta keep bringing that up? No one asked you.”

“Besides, I think the flesh and metal Matteo is quite handsome,” Ilaria said. She threw her arm around his neck and leaned in for a kiss.

She stopped a half inch away from his lips. Whether it was fear that stopped her, or she wanted to give Matteo a choice, it didn’t matter. Matteo leaned forward the last half inch and kissed her. He backed up before it got too passionate.

Medjay quietly cleared her throat. “If you are giving out kisses, I’ll take one.”

Matteo laughed and said, “Sure. It might be the last kiss these flesh lips give.” He turned and gave her a kiss as well.

“You can keep those lips. I don’t want them,” Chiara said.

“Oh, no. You are getting a kiss. Come ‘ere,” Matteo said and made grabbing motions.

Chiara shrieked and ran away. Matteo used his high strength and agility to bound after her. He jumped off the walls to land in front of her. She laughed and ran the other way, wall running to avoid him. Matteo’s stats were superior, and he quickly caught her. He gave her a quick peck on her cheek. She sputtered and made a great show of wiping off the kiss.

Ashif put his hands on his hips and sternly said, “If you kids are quite done.” Matteo and Chiara stepped back, chastised. Ashif continued, “I want my kiss, too.” He pointed to his cheek.

Matteo guffawed while the ladies giggled. He happily walked up to Ashif and gave him a kiss on the cheek. Afterwards, Matteo said, “Alright. That’s the last kiss until this is all over. No more kisses for anyone. Let’s pack up and get going. We need to keep our lead.”

He was happy to see that everyone jumped to it. He could tell that there was some friction brewing between Medjay and Ilaria. Matteo wanted to make it clear he wouldn’t be pursuing romance right now. He would sooner reject them both than have some stupid love triangle going.

They got moving shortly after that. Medjay hadn’t chosen to change her relic, so she was able to keep them safe with moving walls. Ashif tried to convince her to throw them forward with those walls, but Matteo wouldn’t allow it. They were hidden by the forest right now, but using the walls above the trees would make them much more visible.

As they walked, Matteo’s thoughts drifted back to his impending transformation. There were some good bits. He was looking forward to always having the enhanced vision his mechanical eye gave him. He would probably be a good bit tougher. Metal skin plus high constitution would make him a bulwark.

Most of his thoughts about the impending change were negative, though. His metallic fingers had a lessened sense of touch. He wasn’t looking forward to being dependent on refined crystallium. He wasn’t sure if he could handle losing his hair. He definitely couldn’t handle losing his private part. He shook his head. That thought was more terrifying than facing all the Sisters at once.

His thoughts crystallized. He was fine with metal arms and eyes, but not more than that. He was going to do whatever it took to keep little Matteo. He liked Medjay’s idea of talking directly to the divine spell form, so he would try that first. He would keep trying until he got it right.

They jogged for an hour before Ashif couldn’t take it anymore. They stopped as he took a break. Once he got his breath back, he said, “You know, my robes are enchanted. I even have a speed enchantment on my pants. It’s the only reason I have been able to keep up this pace at all. But I’m not going to be able to do this all day.”

Matteo nodded and looked around. They were halfway between Thatcham and Carcassonne now. They had left the worst of the monster swarms behind them. They would start running into working Thatcham turrets and traps soon. He assumed that the Thatcham army had deactivated them as they passed through and reactivated them afterwards.

The only reason Matteo and crew hadn’t run into one yet was that the monster swarms had spread backwards from where they spawned. It would be a good idea to go slower from here on out and-

“Hide!” Medjay hissed out.

The squad dropped and rolled under a nearby bush. Ashif was slower to respond, but he soon scrambled to join them. He said, “What’s going on?”

“Shhh,” Medjay whispered and pointed up.

A glowing speck in the sky was headed their way. Matteo used his mechanical eye to zoom in and saw what it was. The speck was the anchor from Carcassonne. The glowing man with flight powers. He was headed this way.

The high leveled bound flew through the sky hundreds of feet above the ground. Matteo could tell he was staring at the ground, looking for something. Looking for them.

That had happened quicker than expected. This anchor was a member of the Carcassonne army. He wouldn’t be over here on the Thatcham side of things if the two nations didn’t have a treaty. Matteo had expected the Carcassonne Sisters of Truth to negotiate a truce after they lost their divine spell form, eventually. This was faster than he thought the government could move. The Thatcham Sisters must have taken the threat Matteo posed seriously, and then forced the treaty. The presence of a Carcassonne anchor in the Thatcham sky showed that the Sisters had an iron control of their nations.

“It’s just one guy?” Ashif whispered. “Couldn’t you guys take him out?”

“That’s an Anchor, buddy,” Chiara said. “He’s level fifty, at least. None of us are even level thirty yet. You can’t expect us to try, let alone succeed.”

Matteo tilted his head. “Actually, I bet we could. He is an impossibly strong bound with abilities far beyond most bound. However, the four of us are particularly strong. Our artifacts are particularly well suited to combat, and we haven’t pushed all our levels into body stats. I bet we could take him.”

They looked at him in surprise. The position of anchor was more than just a high level. It was a position earned through countless battles with monsters and men. They were powerhouses of strength and magic. Anchors held an almost mythic position in Carcassonne culture.

Matteo added, “Not that we should. He’s a scout for two armies. We don’t want to attack and reveal our position. Thanks for giving us the warning, Medjay.”

Even if he thought they had a chance against a single anchor, he had no delusions that they could take on two armies. Even with unlimited rune words, that would be an impossible task.

They watched as the golden man flew a few more miles ahead and then turned around to fly back the way he came from. Matteo breathed a sigh of relief as he disappeared in the distance. The anchor must think it was unlikely they had made it this far. They would be concentrating their search in the Carcassonne-held part of the no-man's-land.

“Alright, let’s get going. Let’s also keep an eye out for a larger cave system. I want to get out of sight in an area where we can still work our way northward. Maybe we can get Ashif an artifact while we are at it. Kill two monsters with one kaiju stomp,” Matteo said.

They ran forward another few miles before he found what he was looking for. A fissure opened up in the ground to create a series of slot canyons. It wouldn't be perfect cover from the sky, but it was better than nothing. The canyons looked deep enough that they would hold artifacts, too. The mana flows should be slow and deep there.

The canyon looked old enough that it was almost certainly filled with traps, but you couldn’t win them all.


Book 3 Chapter 6: Profound Regret

“Hold up,” Matteo said and held out his arm. He pointed to the canyon wall in front of them. “There’s some runes there, probably a trigger for a trap or something.”

Ashif turned and examined the runes carved into the stone. He said, “Good eye. I doubt I would have seen those. It’s not a trap. Not this part, anyway. This is a mana gathering array.”

“An array?”

“Yes. This array gathers mana to power something else, maybe a sensor or something low powered. There are probably several arrays linked to a single capacitor. They can’t power anything mana intensive, but it should be enough for a simple sensor and trigger. Anything more complex than that and they would have to power it with crystallium,” Ashif said.

“So this means there is definitely a trap ahead, but nothing complex. Not a turret, but maybe a spike pit or rockslide, right?”

“Exactly. This is the cheap stuff. If you let me borrow your pen, I can disable it,” Ashif said.

Matteo handed over his rune scribe pen and Ashif carefully walked over to the canyon wall. He pushed a bit of mana into the tip. Despite the fact that it was a magic artifact, it still conducted mana the same way a real pen would. Ashif added a few lines to the runes and took a step back.

“I reversed the mana flow. It should depower the trap shortly. If I’m right, you’ll hear a little pop in a second. That’s the mana conduits running dry and collapsing,” Ashif said and handed back the pen. He folded his arms and smiled.

Matteo nodded, impressed. He hadn’t expected Ashif’s runic knowledge to become so immediately useful. They stood there staring at the runic array. Nothing happened. Just as Matteo was about to say something, there was an odd sound. He wouldn’t describe it as a pop, but he felt like the wall had suddenly lost something.

“There we go,” Ashif said, beaming.

They carefully continued their walk forward. Matteo assumed that the man knew what he was doing. It was his job, after all. Still, it didn’t hurt to be cautious. About fifty feet later, Matteo saw a different set of runes. He pointed out the runes and Ashif walked over to them.

“This is actually fairly complex,” Ashif said. “It detects motion within twenty feet, and then determines if it’s a person or not. It would have triggered already if I hadn’t disabled it.”

Medjay pointed up towards the top of the canyon wall above them. “It probably would have sent that thing down on our heads. If you look carefully, it’s already cut from the canyon wall.”

“Thank you for making sure we don’t get squished, Ashif,” Matteo said.

Medjay shrugged. The wall collapsing on them wasn’t much of a danger to her. She could create walls at the speed of thought. A pair of walls would be more than enough to deflect five tons of rock.

It was another quarter mile before they ran into another trap. Matteo spotted some runes carved into the ground ahead of them. Ashif examined them from a distance and said it was sensor similar to a pressure plate, one that stretched across the entire canyon floor. It didn’t look like anything special, but Medjay made a bridge over it, anyway.

After Ashif disabled the fourth trap they found, Medjay spoke up. “I think we should consider speeding up.”

“We’ve slowed down our pace because of the unknown. The traps and monsters over the next forty miles were designed to stop an army. I still believe caution is warranted,” Matteo said.

“I don’t want to blithely stumble into an exploding rune or anything. I am concerned about our pursuers. Soon enough, they will extend their search radius. I don’t like our chances against their combined forces,” Medjay said.

Chiara nodded along, “Me either. Ashif, do you have any suggestions on how to speed up? Like, do the traps have to be at least a certain distance apart from each other?”

“They do have to be at least a hundred yards away from another trap. Otherwise, they won’t collect enough ambient mana to remain active. We won’t see them every hundred yards, though. Enchantments like this are expensive. Most likely, the traps are randomly distributed across the canyon. Any pattern we detect would be an attempt to lure us into a false sense of security,” Ashif said. He was getting more comfortable with the squad, not as scared of them as he was yesterday.

They were moving at a jogging pace, which felt like walking to everyone. The bound because of their stats, the automaton because of her construction, and the mundane because of his enchanted pants.

Medjay turned to Matteo and said, “What do you think of the idea of me throwing us through the canyon? It wouldn’t be visible from above, no more than walking anyway. All of the traps we have seen are too slow to hurt someone flying by.”

Matteo tilted his head back and forth. “I could add an armor rune to everyone. That would further mitigate the danger. The main problem is that Ashif is a bit squishy. What if a trap just clips us? Injuries that the rest of us could ignore might kill him.”

Ashif raised a finger and said, “I vote we go with the option that doesn’t kill me.”

“We are all dead if the Sisters catch up with us,” Ilaria said.

They walked/jogged in silence for a while after that. Matteo decided to add the armor rune to everyone. In retrospect, he didn’t know why he hadn’t done it sooner. One at a time, he traced out and applied the armor rune. A blue shield appeared a few inches away from their skin, and then faded into invisibility. Matteo knew from experience that it should protect everyone from several small attacks or one potentially lethal attack.

After they disabled two more traps, Ilaria spoke up. “I think I see a solution to the squishiness problem,” she said and pointed to the canyon wall.

There was a large crack in the wall, a small cave heading downwards. There were claw marks on both sides of the wall where a monster had enlarged the entrance. A faint wind blew out of the mouth of the cave.

“You think there might be artifacts down there? I mean, yeah, I think there are plenty of artifacts in the scary cave. But what are the chances there would be a white one? Besides, we already have a white magic artifact. We don’t need to risk anything to get Ashif an artifact,” Matteo said and turned to Ashif to say, “The only question is can we trust you? We would be giving you a powerful magic tool and losing an important resource.”

Ashif shrugged and said, “I don’t think you have to worry about trustworthiness. Anyone in this situation would support the only people that can keep me alive in enemy territory. I won’t betray you because that would get me killed.”

“Isn’t this the guy that has already proven he can be bought? Who’s to say he won’t rat us out as soon as we enter Thatcham’s capital?” Ilaria said. “I say we use the white magic artifact to arm revolutionaries. Like you said, it’s worth a lot, more than enough to buy our own little army. At least a squadron.”

“You need to survive long enough to get there. With an artifact, I can help keep everyone alive,” Ashif said.

Medjay stepped in between them and said, “Actually, I was considering bonding with the artifact myself. Ashif can use the wall relic until we get there. Since relics can be re-used, he can use it while we traverse the no-man's-land. Once we arrive at the city, he can return it to us if needed. A relic is just as valuable as a high ranked white artifact.”

"Are you sure now is the right time? It's dangerous out here. Not sure if we want to lose your walls," Chiara said.

Medjay nodded. "Now is as good a time as any. Even after we have entered Thatcham City, we will be in enemy territory. At least if we switch now, Ashif and I will have time to adjust to our new magics before we combat any bound."

The squad turned to Matteo. He was the default leader. No one had said it out loud, but Matteo had been in charge from the moment this group was formed. He hadn’t hesitated to take up the mantle. The realization made him slightly uncomfortable for some reason. Now wasn’t the time to have an identity crisis, though.

He looked at Medjay and said, “Are you sure about that? Like you said earlier, it’s a permanent decision.”

“Yes, I am sure. I didn’t bond with it last night because I wanted to give myself a chance to think about it some more. I don’t want the relic those tyrants gave me. I am happy to give up my ring and any last connection I have to them and their vile practices,” Medjay said.

“What do you mean by ‘vile practices’, exactly?” Chiara said. “We talked about your sisters a lot while we were trapped in the basilica. And I agree that their government style is terrible. But it sounds like there’s more to it than just starting wars and torturing dissidents.”

“Yes, there is more. There are things they do, they did when I needed... I don’t want to talk about it right now,” Medjay said and looked away.

Matteo raised his eyebrows. There wasn’t much that Medjay felt uncomfortable talking about. An awkward silence settled over the group.

“Well, I am happy to have a relic, even if it’s temporary,” Ashif said and held out his hand.

Medjay took the chance for a distraction and said, “Sure thing. Give me a second. I have to disconnect from the relic first.”

She took off the ring and held it in her fingers. She was quiet for a minute, staring into space. Then she wavered and almost fell. Matteo was right there to catch her.

“Thanks. Apparently, I was getting a lot of constitution and other stats from the relic. It was quite the experience to suddenly lose all that,” Medjay said.

“Believe me, I know,” Matteo said. He had gotten into the habit of taking off his arm to use other artifacts. It was an increasingly unpleasant experience. One minor bonus from the way the divine spell form changed him was that he would never go through that again. His arm wasn’t a prosthetic anymore, it was a part of him.

Once she was recovered, she handed Ashif the ring. He received it like the great treasure it was. Tears threatened to fall down his face. He slid the ring onto his finger, like a wedding ring. He said yes to a question only he heard. Moments later, a small wall appeared to his left. His face lit up with glee.

Ilaria slid up to him and put her hand on his shoulder. “I want to explain something to you so we don’t have a misunderstanding later. My power goes right through your walls. We are all happy to have you hold that relic because you are no threat to us, understand?”

Ashif nodded, considerably less enthused. He continued to experiment, and Matteo turned his attention to Medjay. She reached up into the air and poked at something only she could see.

“This interface is slightly different from the one that came with the relic,” Medjay said. “It's fascinating.”

“I quite like it myself, ” Matteo said with a smile.

She was lost in her interface for a bit. Matteo glanced back to Ashif. He had made a set of stairs along the canyon wall and was happily walking up and down them. He missed the final stair when it disappeared before his foot hit it. The rest of the summoned walls disappeared a moment later.

Ashif hit the ground and stumbled. Then he popped up and threw his hands out wide. “This is awesome!”

Ilaria chuckled and said, “It really is, isn’t it? Magic is fun.”

“I’ve wanted this since I was five. I had dreams of being a Warden, flinging magic and stopping bad guys. I was crushed when I found out I didn’t have a magic affinity. Still, the thirst for magic made me choose a career in enchanting. It was always a consolation prize. Now I get the real thing. True magic at my fingertips,” Ashif said. He continued quieter, “For however long that will last.”

Chiara and Matteo smiled as well. Medjay wasn’t quite as happy, though. She still hadn’t figured out her artifact. It was clearly frustrating her.

“Figuring out a new artifact takes time. It took me more than a day to figure out how to create a golem. Why don’t we start walking while you figure it out, alright?” Matteo asked Medjay.

She nodded, and they took off. She held out the picture frame in front of herself as they ran. Matteo could see she was intently focused on the frame, perhaps sending it mental commands. Thankfully for her situational awareness, the frame was empty, so she could keep an eye on her surroundings as they ran.

They were able to go faster than before. Ashif had been the slowest one of the bunch, and with the boost he got from the relic, they could double their speed. They were really getting into the groove of things when Ashif accidentally triggered a trap.


Book 3 Chapter 7: Reflections of Death

The only indication that they had triggered a trap was a faint chime. It was so artificial, it immediately put everyone on edge and they looked around to try to find the source of the sound.

They weren’t quick enough.

A few instants after the sound, the trap activated. All along the canyon edge red lasers speared out towards the ground far below. There were two dozen lasers covering a fifty-foot section of the canyon. Where the lasers hit the stone, they quickly started melting it. Each laser moved in a random pattern, squiggly lines appearing in the stone. The few bushes and plants on the ground quickly burst into flames. The effects on the people caught in the trap were just as severe.

Matteo had placed an armor rune on each of his squad members, but that protection was stripped away in an instant. Then the swirling lasers started cutting through flesh.

Ilaria was the luckiest of the bunch. She screamed in pain when a red laser grazed her. Instinctively, she blasted herself backwards with her lightning power. Since she had been near the back already, she quickly left the area of effect.

Chiara was twisting out of the way of the lasers as soon as the attack started. The armor rune gave her just enough time to locate a nearby boulder. She leapt towards it with her shield over her head. A laser pierced through the shield as she flew, cutting it in half and scorching her forearm. Then she was protected by the mass of the boulder. She huddled behind the boulder, making herself as small as a target as she could get.

The other three were hit harder.

Ashif stood there in shock as his armor rune was stripped from him. A different laser cut across his shoulders. His enchanted tunic saved him from death, but burnt itself out as it did. Reflexively, Ashif threw up a wall above his head and cowered beneath it.

Medjay leapt out of the way of the first few lasers, twisting in the air to avoid being hit. Her reaction time was fast enough to preserve her armor rune, but only for a moment. While she was in the air, avoiding a laser from the west wall, one from the east burned through the rune’s protection.

An instant later, the laser burned through her left thigh and scored across her right calf. She crumpled to the ground and could not get back up. A laser started heading directly for her head. She shoved against a nearby stone to move out of the way. She avoided that one, but two more started heading her way.

Matteo was the quickest of the squad to react. His high agility stat gave him supernatural reflexes. He bent out of the way of two different lasers at once. He found himself leaning so far back that he could see the sky. That gave him a view of four more lasers that were randomly moving near him.

That accidentally gave him enough information to continue his dodging. He twisted and bobbed, twirling around the swiftly spinning lasers. He tried not to think, only to react. It worked for about five seconds.

Then a laser he hadn’t seen hit him from behind. It stripped off his armor rune protection and cut deep into his right shoulder. That shoulder was half metal and half flesh, and both burned in pain. Matteo grunted at the sudden agony, but tried to ignore it. The strike was deep enough to make his right arm useless and his artifact fell from his fingers. The mistake made him realize he couldn’t dodge forever. He looked around for ideas.

For the first time, he saw Medjay on the ground, unable to move. He leapt forward to intercept a laser she wasn’t going to be able to avoid. He caught the laser on his buckler, but it cut through it like paper. The buckler was cut in half and his forearm was cut down to the bone. That meant both of his arms were out of commission.

He screamed in pain and flopped to the ground. He looked over to Ashif to see him trembling below a slowly melting wall.

Matteo shouted, “Ashif! Cover us!”

Ashif shook his head, surprised he hadn’t thought of that himself. He threw up a wall above them and a second one above himself.

He walked closer to them as he said, “Sorry, I-”

A laser came from the opposite side of the canyon wall and cut through the side of his neck. He slapped a hand to his neck and fell down, gurgling.

Matteo jumped up to help him, but the pain of his two injuries was enough to make him stumble back to his knees. His arms were useless anyway. He watched helplessly as Ashif lay there, his eyes wide in panic. Blood dribbled through his fingers, staining the stone below.

A few seconds later, a series of explosions sounded above him. There were pops and crackling sounds. The lasers cut out an instant later. Matteo sighed in relief. Ilaria and Chiara must have taken out the emitters.

“Somebody give Ashif a healing potion!” Matteo yelled. They only had three of them, but if anyone was going to get one, it would be him.

Ilaria rushed over and poured half of a bottle down Ashif’s throat and the other half onto his neck. The magic of the healing potion quickly knit his neck back together, pulling his gurgling neck shut. Ashif coughed up blood for a moment, but quickly recovered.

Ashif still looked deathly pale. The military grade potion wasn’t powerful enough to restore the blood loss. The military always went with the lowest bidder for their rank-and-file soldiers. Still, he would survive an otherwise fatal injury.

Ilaria walked over to Matteo and pulled a healing potion out of his pack. She said, “This is the last one. Open up, Matteo.”

“Wait. I thought we had three?” he said.

Chiara spoke up and said, “I took one to get me back in the fight. Sorry, I didn’t think you all would be hurt worse.”

Ilaria brought the bottle closer to Matteo, but he leaned back and pursed his lips. When she stopped, he said, “Give it to Medjay. We need her to be able to walk more than we need my arms. We gotta get moving. Someone might have seen the trap activate.”

She looked like she wanted to argue, but just nodded. She turned to Medjay and poured a bit of the potion on her two legs, and then helped her drink the rest. The fleshy calf quickly healed. The injury to her metal thigh took longer to heal. Ilaria tended to Matteo’s wounds in the meantime. She flushed out the wounds and bound them up.

“I think your right shoulder should be fine by the morning. Try not to move your left arm, though. That wound is nasty. If your constitution wasn’t so high, I am sure you would have lost the arm,” Ilaria said.

“Well, thank Ma’at for small mercies,” Matteo said. He almost retracted his statement. Ma’at and the other goddesses were dead or gone. They didn’t deserve any credit. The only thing that stopped his mouth was Chiara. She was still devout and there was no reason to antagonize her.

Matteo made sure someone grabbed his pen for him. Then they were ready to go. Medjay still wasn’t healed, but she said the potion was still working. That was strange, but Matteo just asked Ilaria to carry her for now.

As they got going again, Ashif screwed up his courage and said, “I am so sorry I let you all get hurt. I should have blocked the canyon right away. I just froze up. I promise that won’t happen again.”

“You can’t promise that,” Medjay said. “Combat reflexes are trained after arduous practice. One bad experience isn’t enough to become a battle hardened soldier. If anyone is to blame for this situation, it’s me. I shouldn’t have given you my relic while we were in enemy territory. I am sorry I put you in that situation.”

“What’s done is done,” Matteo said through gritted teeth. His wounds were bandaged, but they still hurt enough to make tears fall down his face. “Let’s focus on the future. We are all going to help Ashif practice his reflexes. Throughout the day, we are all going to randomly throw pebbles at Ashif.”

“Hey!” Ashif protested as Chiara immediately followed his plan. A pebble had pinged off his forehead.

“You are supposed to block the pebbles, Ashif,” Matteo calmly said.

Chiara giggled and threw another pebble. With advanced warning, Ashif managed to throw up a metal wall to defend himself. He gave a small cheer, and Chiara congratulated him. A minute later, she threw another pebble that hit him in the forehead again. He groaned in frustration and tried to pay better attention after that.

Medjay’s leg finally finished healing, and she started jogging along with them again. Matteo realized why it had taken longer for her to heal. The tear in her leggings showed her thigh had fully healed, but it was flesh now. Evidently, when the magics in the healing potion started working, they decided she was a human instead of an automaton.

She seemed quite pleased with the change. It only made Matteo worried. Both of his arms had been seriously injured. Would they heal as metal or flesh?

“There’s another trap ahead,” Medjay said, pulling him out of his revere.

Ashif walked over to it, but Matteo said, “Don’t bother, Ashif. We are going to trigger the next few traps. Our cover is already blown. We might as well travel faster.”

“Did you want me to send the wasps ahead?” Chiara said.

“No, I figure I’ll send my golem ahead. The traps seem to be calibrated to kill human shaped things, not monsters,” Matteo said.

Ilaria moved over to him and said, “Where’s your golem core? I get it out for you since your arms don’t work.”

“Uh...” Matteo hadn’t really thought this through. He stopped running and said, “It’s in my right pants pocket.”

Ilaria snickered at his embarrassment. She slowly pulled up his tunic and sensuously rubbed his thigh to find the orb. Then she reached into his pocket and pulled it out. Matteo's face was turning red, but he had to admit she was actually respectful of his private parts.

“You gonna claim a boulder to make a rock golem?” Ilaria said.

She was referencing how his elemental golem core artifact worked. It needed pure elements, and specifically ones that he owned himself.

“Maybe we will try that if my first idea doesn’t work,” Matteo said. He turned and continued, “Ashif. Can you please give me a large and thick wall?”

“Sure!” he said, happy to be useful. He created a wall ten feet wide by thirty feet tall. It almost peeked out of the canyon they were standing in.

Ilaria went over to the wall and placed the golem core on the wall. Matteo tried to create a golem, but it didn’t work.

“Can you tell me it’s mine now?” Matteo said.

“Uh, sure. This wall is yours now. It officially belongs to Matteo,” Ashif said.

That did it.

The metal wall liquefied and was quickly absorbed into the golem core. It created a metal golem nine feet tall. It was the same founder’s green as the wall had been, making it look like an automaton. Matteo frowned at the sight. He didn’t want any more reminders of his transformation.

“Run forwards until you trigger a trap and then return,” Matteo said.

The golem stomped forward, its long legs giving it deceptive speed. It didn’t get far before it triggered a trap. The ground dropped out from underneath it and it dropped out of sight. The pit trap was fifteen feet wide and long.

Matteo walked forward and looked down. The pit trap was around twenty feet deep. There were metal spikes at the bottom, glistening with a purple liquid. A dozen spikes were broken or bent out of the way where the metal golem had fallen. It was slowly climbing back out by digging its fingers into the stone.

Ashif threw a wall across the trap, creating a bridge so they could walk across. Matteo turned back to thank him, but saw something else.

“Monsters inbound! Mirage beetles!” He yelled.

The sky behind them was full of beetles. This is why all the traps were calibrated to avoid monsters. If the local monsters were left alive, they could be a secondary trap. The laser trap had basically rung the dinner bell.

If only a third of the monsters in the sky were real, it was more than they could handle right now. Matteo was their best long range attacker, and he was out of commission. Chiara was the second best, but she had just used her full hive to destroy the laser trap. She needed more time to regenerate her terror wasp summons.

Medjay used to be perfect for controlling large groups, but she couldn’t use her artifact at all now. Ilaria was admittedly strong. She should be able to take care of many of them. She couldn’t do it alone, and Ashif wouldn’t be much help. They were going to have to run.

Matteo quickly said, “We can’t take them here. We are too weak. Ilaria, try to delay them. We are going to run. We gotta see if we can find a cave so we can take them on one at a time.”

“If it helps, I figured out my artifact,” Medjay said.


Book 3 Chapter 8: DupliKate

“What?” Matteo said and turned to her.

He could immediately see that she had figured out her artifact. That was fantastic news. Medjay had her hand on her hip and was smiling at him. Standing next to her was Medjay with her hand on her hip. There were two of them now. Almost every detail was the same: the same face, body, and clothes, with one exception. The copy was solid metal, no human parts.

He wasn’t sure how helpful it would be against the incoming mirage beetles. The buzzing of their wings was getting louder. Each one was two tons of insect fury, all of them heading their way. It looked like there were over a hundred of them in the sky. Matteo suspected that two-thirds of them were illusions.

“Is your copy real or an illusion? And can you make more?” Matteo said, as he motioned for everyone to get running.

They ran over the bridge Ashif had made and down the canyon. All of them were running full out, with Ilaria guarding their rear. Her lightning magic was the strongest power they had left. Matteo’s injuries meant he couldn’t use his pen.

As they ran, the copy answered, “I’m real. I have all of her memories, with my own personality. And I already decided on a name. I’m Kate.”

Chiara chuckled. “Kate as in duplicate?”

Kate gave her a beaming smile and said, “You got it!”

Matteo attempted to keep things serious. Their lives were literally on the line. Still, that name was his kind of humor. He gave a quick guffaw before he was able to control himself again.

The real Medjay said, “I just tried to make another copy, but it didn’t work. Looks like one is my limit for now.”

As they talked, Matteo’s golem climbed out of the spike trap he had fallen into. The golem turned and raced after them, following Matteo’s last order to return. That would increase their fighting power a bit.

Now they only had to find a cave, or boulders that could provide them cover. They didn’t have a chance if all the monsters attacked at once. If they could get the beetles to come at them one at a time, it would be a different story.

Matteo’s plan wasn’t bearing fruit. They were running along a particularly bare section of the canyon. No boulders, no caves, not even a bend in the canyon.

“Alright. Running isn’t going to work. I don’t want to accidentally trip a trap because we are running too fast,” Matteo said. “Form up on the west side, backs to the wall.”

The seven of them stopped and organized themselves into formation. Without anyone having to say anything, Matteo got put in the middle. With his arms out of commission, he wasn’t going to be useful. Most of them drew their weapons, all except Kate and the golem.

“Golem, stand in front of everyone. Do your best to save the lives of everyone here. Prioritize their lives over your own. Kate, use my mace, and stand up front with the golem,” Matteo said.

Kate walked up to him and said, “I hope you don’t plan on sacrificing me like your toy soldier there. I’m a person with thoughts and feelings.” As she talked, she grabbed the mace. When she said feelings, she lightly brushed the front of Matteo’s trousers.

Matteo frowned and pulled back a bit. Apparently, the copy had fewer inhibitions than the original. Medjay saw the interaction and mouthed a sorry. Matteo shrugged, since it wasn’t her fault. He had to hide a grimace afterwards. His arms still really hurt.

The monsters came into range a few moments later. Ilaria raised her hand, but Ashif surprised them all by attacking first. He threw up a large wall directly in front of the flying beetles. A half dozen of them ran into the wall and fell to the ground, stunned. The rest of the monsters were able to fly around the obstruction. Ashif was able to use that trick two more times before Ilaria took her turn.

She sent out a huge branching tree of electricity. Instead of her normal blast, this one split again and again as it traveled. The spitting tendrils quickly filled the canyon in front of them. By the time it hit the monsters, the power was reduced to a trickle. The beetles got a little tickle that didn’t hinder their flying. The illusions burst, all of them disappearing one after another.

Now that the illusions were out of the picture, they could see how many monsters were really attacking. Forty angry mirage beetles. Their exoskeletons were changing colors in the light, like an oil droplet in water. The combined effect of their coloration made it look like a huge oily tentacle was heading their way.

Ilaria quickly blunted that charge with one of her own. She sent out a thick strike of lightning, bursting the lead monster. The lightning jumped to the three monsters behind it, killing them as well. The monsters behind them ignored the death of their kin and kept charging. Ashif threw up another wall and more monsters fell from the sky.

They were getting close now, some of them landing.

Chiara sent out a pair of terror wasps and sent them buzzing towards the next lead monster. They looked tiny compared to the huge beetle. Her control had greatly increased since she first got her honey stirrer artifact. She directed the two wasps in a dizzying spiral and had them explode directly on the monster’s head. It was just enough damage to kill it. The headless monster fell to the ground and kicked up a cloud of dust.

“Good job everyone. Chiara, send out all of your wasps and have them harass and delay the back of the horde. We need to string them out. Ashif, keep it up, even after they land. You have the mana,” Matteo said.

Ashif had gotten distracted. He refocused and went back to creating walls directly in front of the charging monsters. Most of them had landed now and the back line was being harassed by Chiara’s wasps, just out of reach. Ashif created one wall at a time to split up and slow down the charging monsters. Not for the first time, Matteo wished that Medjay had kept her artifact. She would be able to create multiple walls at once, instead of Ashif’s single wall.

Now that the monsters were close, the metal golem sprang into action. It leapt forward and punched down on the head of the closest beetle, killing it with a single strike. Two more beetles crowded around the golem. It spun and attacked both of them at the same time. The golem cracked shells and danced around clumsy attacks.

The first monster reached the humans then, and Kate jumped forward to attack. Medjay followed her an instant later. They fought well together. They danced around the monster, with Medjay distracting it with her sword and Kate cracking limbs with the mace. Matteo noticed that Kate was more reckless than Medjay.

Ilaria went to attack, but then paused. Her lightning wasn’t good at distinguishing friend from foe. She leapt into the air and used her new ability to fly another fifteen feet up. From her higher vantage point, she shot out twice more with her power. She hit the middle of the pack, thinning out the herd.

Matteo was starting to get hopeful when everything went to shit. The monsters in the back of the pack stopped being distracted by Chiara’s summons. They ignored them and started running towards the fighting humans. A lucky beetle cut off the golem’s left leg. That allowed a different beetle to slip past it and blindside Kate and Medjay. Both of them were slammed into the canyon wall. The sound of stone cracking was accompanied by automaton cries of pain. “Ilaria! Protect Medjay!” Matteo yelled. He was cursing his helplessness. If only he hadn’t gotten hit by that laser trap.

Ilaria dropped from the sky as she electrified her short sword. She landed atop the beetle, threatening the metal women. With the same motion, she stabbed her sword down between the wing casings. The electricity flowed through the sword and into the beetle, cooking it from inside.

Ashif threw up another wall, this one closer and placed to stop the next few attacking monsters. That gave them a brief moment of reprieve before the monsters walked around the wall and attacked again. That was enough time for Kate and Medjay to recover. They ran towards the monsters and stopped the charge before it could get too close to the rest of them.

Matteo received another unpleasant surprise when the wall disappeared after twenty seconds. His golem was gone. The last time that happened, it was because his mana ran out. Not this time. He still had seventy-five points. The golem might have timed out because it was made of temporary walls. Either that or it received enough damage, and it disintegrated.

“Ashif! Give me another wall, as thick as you can make it!” Matteo yelled. His golem core worked by mass, and he saw that Ashif still had problems making large walls.

Ashif had been backing away from the monsters, looking at them in terror. He hurried to create a wall. The result was ten by ten, and a full foot thick. Matteo piloted his golem core from where it had fallen over to the huge wall. A few moments later, he was back in business. The resulting golem was only seven feet tall, but it was worlds better than nothing.

He sent it back into the fight, with more precise instructions on how to manage the attacking monsters. Matteo also had the group do a fighting retreat so they wouldn’t get overwhelmed by the charging monsters. Ashif got better at using his delaying walls and they fell into a rhythm. Ilaria killed big groups, Chiara killed small groups, the golem held the line, and Medjay and Kate killed the ones that got through.

They fought for another ten minutes after that. It was the longest ten minutes of Matteo’s life. Seeing his friends in danger and not being able to help was torture. He couldn’t even apply armor runes to anyone. His golem was a great help, but it didn’t feel like it was enough. He did discover that it only lasted two minutes when created out of Ashif’s walls, so he had to keep recreating it.

Eventually, the last monster was dead, and they all collapsed in exhaustion. They were all boosted by magics, so it wasn’t a physical exhaustion so much as a mental one. Eventually, Matteo got everyone moving again. They had to get out of here before anyone searching for them found them. They were injured and mostly out of mana. If the Sisters found them now, it would be a quick fight and a quick death.

Matteo had his golem run through a few more traps and then they split off into a side fissure. They started disabling the traps instead of tripping them after that. By late afternoon, Matteo decided to call an early end to their day. He wanted to recover, and Chiara and Ilaria had small wounds that were slowing them down.

Kate offered to make dinner, but Ilaria gently reminded her that experience with cooking was needed before they attempted it. Instead, she sat down next to Matteo. Medjay sat down on his other side, perhaps worried about what her copy might say.

“So, Kate. Tell me more about yourself. Do you have a bond with the artifact as well?” Matteo said.

“Yes and no. I can’t use it, but I can feel where it is at all times. I am my own person, I can decide if I want to do stuff or not,” Kate said. “I’m all metal, and I love it, unlike her.”

Matteo looked over at Medjay, who nodded along. She said, “My copy is correct. I yearn for the day I am completely human. I don’t quite understand why she doesn’t.”

Kate shrugged. “I was born today. That leaves me free from your reprehensible history. I can enjoy the objectively better body I have.”

Matteo looked back to Medjay and said, “Reprehensible? What is she talking about?” Then a beat later he added, “Unless you don’t want to talk about it. I respect your privacy, it’s fine.”

Kate slammed her fist down on the stone floor. “It’s not fine. You need to know. Medjay, if you don’t tell him, I will.”

Medjay stood up and said, “You wouldn’t dare.”

Kate stayed seated and folded her arms. By now, everyone in the cave was watching the exchange. The two metal women intently stared at each other, their eyes blazing.

Medjay caved first. Her shoulders slumped, and she softly said, “Fine. I’ll tell them.” She turned to see everyone was already paying attention to her. She sighed.


Book 3 Chapter 9: The Costs of Survival

“So this all started with a comment about homeless people,” Medjay said. She sat down on the cave floor and gestured to everyone else to sit as well.

Once they were all seated, she continued. “Shortly after we arrived in Carcassonne, we started asking around for refined crystallium. It’s the lifeblood of automatons, but we cannot make it ourselves. It's one of the limits the founders built into all automatons to ensure their control over us. In the time of the founders, refined crystallium was easy to come by, but I couldn't find any. We searched everywhere, talking to anyone that might know where to find some. That caught the attention of the other ensouled automatons.

“The Sisters of Truth sent the Umbra to ‘rescue’ me. They thought Matteo was keeping me hostage, and they threw him in jail. The same day, they provided me with a new battery full of refined crystallium. That much crystallium would last me five years. It was a new lease on life.

“The Sisters quickly folded me into their organization and within days I was working alongside them in their humanitarian efforts. At first, I welcomed the chance to serve, a distraction from the grief of losing Matteo. I was quickly disappointed by their programs. They were propaganda to make the Sisters look good, not to actually help people. But then I realized something. There were no homeless, and unemployment was very low. That was a serious improvement over the time of the founders, so I had to give them credit.”

Ashif said, “You used that word before. Is homeless a special word for something?”

Medjay nodded. “Of course you wouldn’t understand the term. You’ve never seen it. In most societies, there are people that have fallen on hard times. They lost their jobs and couldn’t afford rent. On average, about one percent of the population can’t afford a place to stay.”

“So, what, do they just wander the streets?” Ashif said in confusion.

“Basically, yes. They would wander the streets, begging for money. At night, they would sleep in alleyways. It was a failure of the government, but no matter what they tried through the decades, it seemed like an intractable problem. Whether due to mental illness or economic pressures, there were always some homeless people.”

“How did they fix it so we don’t have homeless people anymore?” Ashif said.

“I asked the same question. I praised their governmental skills for eliminating one of the worst social ills. I wanted to know how they did it, but they wouldn’t tell me,” Medjay said. She sighed again. Matteo was reminded that she didn’t need to breathe, so the sigh was more an expression of her emotions than anything. She continued, “It took some time, but I eventually found a disgruntled Warden who was willing to talk. They were killing them. They killed anyone unemployed, homeless, or with mental illnesses.”

“What? Seriously? How come you never told me?” Chiara said as she jumped up.

Medjay gave her a complicated look and said, “They needed people no one would miss in order to create refined crystallium. Apparently, the original refinement process was lost in the fall. Instead, they give someone an artifact and then destroy it. The process kills the person, but creates liquid mana, or refined crystallium.”

“Wait. You run on mana potions?” Matteo said, stunned.

“Yes. If a human drinks it, they will have unlimited mana for a short time. I will live for a week with the same amount. In order to give me five years of life, they had to kill about two hundred and fifty people. I was disgusted and refused to work with them for a while. But then they threatened Chiara, and I caved,” Medjay said, staring at the ground.

Everyone sat there in silence for a moment. There were over a dozen Sisters of Truth in Carcassonne, and more in Thatcham and Ceto. Dozens had to die for every week that they were alive.

“That’s why the Sisters are in positions of power in large cities. They need to corrupt the system to ensure themselves a steady source of victims. They positioned themselves as a humanitarian organization so the needy and destitute come to them. That’s diabolical,” Matteo said and sat back.

“Are... Are you really sure that’s what they are doing? It seems so... I mean, I’ve grown up in Carcassonne. I have friends in every social strata. How come I never heard even a vague rumor about this? That’s a lot of deaths every year,” Ashif said.

“The reason they target the disenfranchised is that no one will miss them. However, you have likely heard about their actions. Have you heard of the rumor of a shadow beast that preys on the poor in the outer city?”

“I have. You are saying there is no monster, it’s all the Sisters of Truth?” Ashif said.

“Indeed. My sisters have many such tricks to hide the truth,” Medjay said. She sat back. She seemed relieved and tired now that her secret was out.

Matteo could understand why she kept the secret in the first place. Her life was bought at the expense of others. Despite the fact she killed no one herself, she must feel immense guilt. It was good that she told them, though. They were waging war against multiple governments. It was important to understand the stakes.

The explanation over, Ilaria went back to cooking dinner. Chiara and Ahsif moved to set up their bedrolls. Matteo didn’t join them. He wanted to talk to Medjay more.

Kate spoke up first, “I’m sorry I forced you to share that. I know exactly how uncomfortable it was.”

Medjay nodded at her but said nothing.

Kate grimaced and said, “How about a change of subject? Most summons have an ongoing mana cost. How about me? How much am I costing you?”

Medjay’s eyes went unfocused, looking at something only she could see. “Yes, there is an ongoing cost. The helpful artifact interface gives me a lot more information than the relic one. It looks like half a mana point per minute. That means I have about three more hours of mana at this rate. Likely five hours until I am out because of regeneration.”

Kate slumped and nodded. “Yes, that interface is helpful. Th-thank you.”

Matteo immediately understood the stutter. She was a mana-copy of Medjay. When her mana ran out, Kate would probably disappear. That must seem like impending death to her. She had been ‘born’ today, and she was already going through existential dread.

With a shudder, Matteo looked around the cave. They hadn’t been able to find a shallow cave to hole up for the night. Instead, they had found a large cavern and blocked off all the exits. They left a narrow opening heading up to ground level so it would be easier to keep watch.

“The cave system goes deeper. We could move that boulder and search for artifacts. It’s a long shot, but maybe we could get a white artifact and increase your mana pool?” Matteo offered.

“Oh, I won’t ever level up, even if I found a high leveled white artifact. Soon enough, there will be no new artifacts. I would hate to deprive someone of one of the last artifacts just to get slightly stronger,” Medjay said.

“Huh. I never thought about it that way,” Matteo said.

“Wait, really?” Ashif said as he walked over.

Matteo shrugged. “It’s not like we’ve had a lot of time to think about this. We’ve been on a deadline since this whole thing started. We still are. We need to get to Thatcham’s capitol tomorrow if we want to avoid the patrols.”

“I’m really concerned that you four started a world altering quest without fully thinking things through,” Ashif said with his arms folded.

Matteo tilted his head and said, “Really? You just heard what she said about the Sisters. Are you so brainwashed that you want to support tyrants?”

Ashif shook his head. “I’m assuming every word Medjay has said is the absolute truth. I’m not convinced that killing the goddesses is the best course of action.”

“They are already dead or gone,” Matteo interjected. “The only divine thing left on Mira are their spell forms. And those spell forms are granting the tyrants eternal life. If we do nothing, we are condemning the people to death and war for generations to come.”

“Yes, yes. That would be terrible,” Ashif said with a small hand wave. “But are you sure it’s worse than the alternative? You have already destroyed the Ma’at echo. That means a reduction in the number of artifacts created, right? There probably won’t be enough to power the shield covering Carcassonne city. Flying monsters will get in and we don’t have good aerial defenses. People will die before they can come up with a solution to that.

“That’s just one city. The whole world will be affected. The dam on the Eventide Lake will weaken or collapse and Eventide City will have to be abandoned. People will die in the evacuation. If the Eclipse Citadel doesn’t get enough artifacts, the structural integrity field will collapse and the next kaiju attack will topple it. If that happens, people will die.

“And that’s just the immediate effects of your existing actions. If artifacts stop appearing altogether, entire industries will have to be reworked from the ground up. It’s possible that the worldwide industry will collapse. War and famine will be all but guaranteed.”

The cave was quiet for a few moments. Ashif realized he had been more passionate than he intended and sat down, embarrassed. Ilaria took the pause in the conversation to distribute dinner. Everyone took a bowl of rice and beans and carefully looked around at the group. Ashif’s speech had shaken everyone.

"Are... are we sure we are doing the right thing, Matteo?" Chiara said. "I... I'm not doubting the answer I got from Ma'at's spell forms. I have faith in her. She is my light. But maybe we interpreted her answer the wrong way? Are we sure that the other two spell forms need to be destroyed? I didn't think about the impacts at all. How can we be sure that Ma'at wants us to take away all the divine gifts?"

Matteo shook his head. "This isn't about divine gifts, it's about mortal curses. The Sisters are a curse on this land." He turned to Ashif and said, "I’m glad you mentioned war and famine at the end there. I hadn’t thought about the root causes of them and how that will change. If there are no divine spell forms, the Sisters will have no reason to push their nations to war. More importantly, if there are no monsters or kaiju, we can have cities without walls. The farms could be huge, with no one to bother them. Famine wouldn’t be likely. It would be forgotten. Crystallium mining cities wouldn’t be the lowest rung of humanity. They would be the new centers of civilization.”

Ashif shrugged. “That’s an awfully rosy view of the future.”

“And your view is heartrendingly pessimistic,” Matteo said with a similar shrug. “The true future probably lies somewhere in the middle of our two predictions. But let me ask you this. Would you rather live in an uncertain future with or without monsters and rampaging kaiju?”

Ashif didn’t say anything, he just shook his head. The rest of the evening passed quietly. Everyone was lost in thought about the future. Matteo was more convinced that they should destroy the divine spell forms, but he could tell the others weren’t. They were reeling from the revelations Medjay gave them about the Sisters' power source, as well as Ashif’s predictions about the economy.

Eventually, everyone went to bed, including Medjay. Kate had asked her to rest because it would increase her mana regeneration rate. Kate would take the first watch, and Medjay would take the rest of the night after Kate’s fate was revealed. In the morning, they would all find out if Kate’s personality continued with the next summon, or if she just ‘died.’

Until then, she stood watch at the mouth of the cave, keeping an eye out for monsters and men.


Book 3 Chapter 10: Personal Flair

The next morning, Kate was gone. Their squad was back to five people once more. Medjay stood at the front of the cave and kept watch with a blank stare. Matteo wondered about what she had discovered about her duplication artifact. Whatever it was, it meant that she wasn’t in a talkative mood.

The four humans had a quiet breakfast. Matteo noticed he wasn’t as hungry as normal. Either that or it was his imagination. He was stressed about his transformation into an automaton and might be jumping at shadows. His right arm had fully healed last night, leaving no changes. However, his left arm had healed by transforming into metal. From the injury up, he was all metal. Half his forearm was flesh, the rest metal. That meant that he didn’t have any flesh fingers anymore. It was a small thing, but his sense of touch felt like it was missing something. A bit of his humanity had been lost with his fingers.

Medjay walked over as they were packing up and said, “I was thinking we might want to search the caves below for artifacts. Since we don’t have Thatcham currency, it will be hard to blend in. Artifacts would be the best path to a war chest we can use in their capital city.”

Matteo nodded. “Good idea. It also gives us a good cover story for entering the city. No one would question a party of artifact hunters returning from the wilderness.”

Medjay nodded and walked over to the back of the cavern. Matteo stopped her before she got far.

“Wait a second. I want to see if I can create a good shielding rune first. My standard protection is too weak. Our team has the offensive power to go up against almost anything, but we need better defense,” he said. Matteo turned and continued, “Ashif. I imagine you know a lot of runes. Do you think you can help me create a shield rune word?”

Ashif said, “Your artifact uses real runes? I didn’t know that. I thought it was mostly symbolic. Sorry, I can’t help you because I’m a city enchanter. We have a geas placed on us when we join up. I can’t share any runes with anyone, not even my coworkers.”

Matteo slumped. He had been counting on the man’s help since he joined them a few days ago. It was the one reason he was happy to have Ashif along.

Ashif raised a finger and said, “However, I can create a magic shield. If you give me the materials, I can get one done in fifteen minutes.”

Two of the squad’s three shields had been destroyed yesterday in the laser trap. Matteo handed over the final shield and his rune scribe pen. It was an artifact, but could also fulfill its form’s purpose. The final component was a shard of crystallium. No one was able to give him one. They hadn't brought one along, and neither had the soldiers sent after them. Eventually, Ashif grumbled and pulled out the shard powering his tunic.

“This is going to leave me more exposed to danger, not less,” Ashif said. “A shield can only protect from one direction, my tunic was enchanted to protect from all directions and be flexible as well. I hope you all appreciate the risk I am putting myself in.”

Matteo grunted noncommittally.

Ashif finished a few moments later and set the shield face down, “No one touch that. I still haven’t put the obscuring runes on it. Let me get something from my bag and then I’ll continue.”

While his back was turned, Matteo snatched up the shield. This was clearly what Ashif wanted him to do, but his geas wouldn’t let him say it. Four runes were placed in the center of the shield, large enough for Matteo to copy them easily.

Of the four runes, Matteo already knew one. Copying out the remaining three runes shouldn’t take long. He used to have a list of all the runes he knew scratched into the cover of his prosthetic forearm. Since the divine spell form blessed him a few days ago, he didn’t have a forearm compartment anymore. Instead, he had to get out a piece of paper and a bit of charcoal from the fire.

“Hey! I can’t let you do that! Stop copying them right now!” Ashif said as soon as he turned around.

“Alright,” Matteo mildly said. He gestured towards Ilaria.

She caught the hint and grabbed Ashif so he couldn't interfere. The man struggled to get out, but his heart clearly wasn’t in it. A few minutes later, Matteo had the copies he needed and gave Ashif the shield back.

“A four rune word should be powerful. It’s too bad you don’t know any simpler ones. It will cost me a lot of mana to trace this out,” Matteo said idly.

Ashif opened and shut his mouth a few times. Then he shook his head and said, “I’ve stretched my geas as far as it will go. I can’t help you further, sorry. As it is, I feel compelled to add the obscuring runes to the shield or destroy it.”

“Go ahead, I won’t stop you. You already told me the important part,” Matteo said with bright eyes. “There is a simpler version of the shield. I just need to discover it. I know what I’ll be doing today. First things first, let’s start with the full version.”

Carefully, Matteo traced out the same rune word Ashif had just created. He watched as the glowing lines sucked out a full eighty points of mana from his core. That only left him with twenty-nine mana. That didn’t feel like a lot of mana to have in reserve, but it used to be plenty. He was just spoiled from having two artifacts.

There was a mental click in his mind and the spell was completed. Now it was time to test it. He was unexpectedly reluctant. A rune-word shield should be wonderful. However, all of his other rune words had outside effects. His only other four-letter rune-word was a fireball strong enough to blind a kaiju. What exactly would a supercharged shield look like?

“I think we need to test this spell outside,” Matteo said.

“Are you concerned the spell might not manifest as you intend?” Medjay asked.

“Exactly. Most of my other rune words are exceedingly dangerous,” Matteo replied.

She held up her small picture frame and said, “How about we use a copy as a test subject?”

“Good idea. Hopefully, it will be unneeded, but no reason not to be careful,” Matteo said.

“Would you mind being the template this time? I found Kate uncomfortable to be around,” Medjay said.

“You can copy other people too? That’s fantastic, go ahead. I was sure your artifact was more powerful than just making a copy of yourself. It was level fifty-three after all,” Matteo said.

“I am sure I will discover other facets of my artifact in due time,” Medjay said.

She tapped him with the picture frame. Then she moved to the side and held it out. A duplicate Matteo formed directly in front of the frame. This copy was entirely human, with no metal parts. It wore the same armor and clothing, but didn’t hold the artifact pen in his hand. It looked like the duplication magic could copy mundane clothing, but not magic.

“Excellent,” copy-Matteo said and tapped his fingers together.

Matteo sighed, a bit jealous of his human sense of touch.

“So, what do you want your name to be?” Chiara said brightly.

“It doesn't really matter. I'm gonna be dead soon, anyway. But I guess it's easier with a name. You can call me Echo,” he said casually.

Matteo smiled. That was exactly the attitude he had hoped that his duplicate would have. Accepting of the circumstances and unconcerned about how it would end.

“Alright,” Matteo said as he clapped his hands. “Let’s jump right into it. Head on out, Echo, and I will blast you.”

Echo laughed and mimed an explosion. He happily jogged out of the cave and waited for them in the canyon.

“Your duplicate is a weird one,” Ilaria said, as she wrapped an arm around Matteo’s shoulder. “I’m not sure what that says about you.”

“It says I’m awesome,” both Matteo and Echo said in stereo.

There were scattered chuckles at that. Matteo ignored them and cast the spell on Echo. A light green energy struck him and enveloped him from head to toe. Within moments, a partially opaque suit of armor covered him. It raised his height to seven feet and gave him good reach. Echo smiled and walked around a bit, enjoying his new set of armor.

“Huh. That’s a bit disappointing,” Matteo said. “I could achieve the same results with my golem core and far less mana.”

Echo held up a finger and said, “Ah, but can your golem do this?”

He held out his hand. The armor grew spikes, and a large sword appeared in his hand. A moment later, a tower shield appeared. Then he pointed at Chiara and an energy breastplate formed over top of her physical one. A helmet and greaves soon followed.

Chiara stepped back and looked down at herself. She knocked on the new breastplate and it seemed solid.

Matteo shrugged. “I can see where that could be useful. Especially if it lasted a while. Time for stress tests.”

He bent down and picked up a rock that he hurled at Echo. His metal arm combined with his bonded stats meant he got the rock moving at a blistering speed. The rock shattered on impact, but Echo was unmoved.

“Come on everyone. Give me what you got. This is a stress test,” Echo said with his arms wide.

Chiara sent a wasp his way as Ilaria sent a crack of lightning. The lightning deflected and the terror wasp exploded before it touched Echo. Medjay walked up to him and punched him as hard as she could. A loud clank rang out. Echo stayed put, and she slid backwards.

Matteo traced out his force sword and stepped forward to slice Echo’s shield. For the first time ever, the force sword failed to cut. He nodded to himself, impressed.

“Alright, enough of that. We don’t know how long this will last. I’m going to go artifact hunting while I have the super-armor,” Echo said.

Without waiting for an answer, he dashed into the cave system and moved the boulder, blocking the deeper parts of the cave. He was out of sight before anyone could follow him.

“I do like my artifact, but I find the unruliness of the duplicates concerning,” Medjay said.

Matteo shrugged. “I think it’s related to how we react to our own mortality. The duplicates know their lives are short. They want to live to the fullest.”

Medjay nodded, “Perhaps that’s it. I believe I will duplicate someone else next time. Your Echo isn’t much better behaved than my Kate.”

Matteo smiled and nodded. The group walked down the cave corridors, following Echo’s path. The man was on a rampage. Monster guts splattered the walls. They walked for a while before they caught up with him.

He was in a large cavern, the entrance blocked off by a shield made of the same green energy as his armor. He was fighting against a stone basilisk. The two were trading blows, one after another. The basilisk was a tier two monster, large and overwhelmingly powerful. It was also confused.

Its main attack was a petrifying gaze that wasn’t working on Echo. Occasionally, a thin layer of stone would form on one of his body parts, but then it would slough off. Echo wasn’t having much luck damaging the basilisk either. The monster’s tough scales resisted his sword strikes and punches.

“Hey guys!” Echo happily said. “Did you see the artifacts I left for you in the previous chamber? Those things look super weird. I figure it’s Isfet’s personal flair. Anyway, if I die, y'all should totally run. This thing would kill you in seconds.”


Book 3 Chapter 11: Personality Quirks

Matteo looked on as his copy duked it out with a basilisk. Echo seemed so happy. Admittedly, it did seem fun. It would be something else to be able to punch a tier two monster without having to worry about the consequences. The basilisk wasn’t happy, though. The human refused to turn to stone and kept pushing it around.

Eventually, Echo tried a new tactic. After a particularly brutal punch, he tackled the basilisk. Then he stuck his hand up into the monster’s mouth and expanded his armor. Within moments, the basilisk realized it couldn’t breathe and attempted to dislodge the human. It writhed and shook, throwing Echo up against the stone walls around it.

It didn’t work.

Echo was unharmed from the flailing. The cave walls shook from the impact, but his armor was more than up to the task. A few minutes later, the basilisk asphyxiated.

Once the monster was dead, Echo walked over to the cavern entrance and removed the semi-transparent wall he had put there. He threw his hands wide and said, “This spell is fantastic! Did you see how it negated the petrifying effect? So cool.”

Matteo shrugged and nodded. “It is a powerful spell. Expensive though. My mana pool is sky high, and it uses almost all of it. I imagine its usefulness will hinge on how long it lasts.”

“Oh! I can help with that. This spell gives you feedback on how much protection you have. It will last a while if you don’t get attacked. Even when you lot attacked me, it only knocked a few percentage points off the total. The fight with the basilisk took most of the spell’s power, though. I think I have less than four percent left,” Echo said.

“That’s too bad. It means the spell isn’t quite as effective as I hoped,” Matteo said.

“Not effective?” Ashif boggled. “You’re insane. Your spell is much more powerful than my shield. It’s crazy that you are able to use the same four runes to produce that effect.” He held up his enchanted shield. He knocked on the surface of the shield and a semi-transparent green force stopped his hand. The effect only covered the width of the shield.

Matteo shook his head. “I wasn’t saying the super-shield rune-word wasn’t great. It is. But I’ve been able to create much more powerful effects with less mana. It’s a cost/benefit thing.”

Ashif shook his head and grumbled to himself about unfair artifacts.

Ilaria must have heard him because she walked up to the group and said, “Speaking of artifacts, Echo is right. These are kind of weird.”

She held out a pair of artifacts. One was a wooden bat with crude spikes pointing out of the top. It was almost like someone drove nails through the bat to make it more savage. The other one was a purple tube with a rounded end and a flared base. Echo was right. The Isfet spell form must be making these now that the Ma’at one was gone. These were too weird for Ma’at.

Matteo reached for one as he said, “They aren’t like any I have seen, that’s for sure.”

As soon as his hand drew close to the bat, an electric spark jumped out and hit him. He jerked his hand back and rubbed it. It didn’t really hurt, but it was unexpected. These artifacts were unbound, but they were still pushing out magic. That never happened before. It was as disturbing as hearing your sweet old grandma swear like a hunter.

The other artifact was almost worse. It was squishy. Artifacts weren’t supposed to be squishy. One of their key characteristics was their indestructibility. An artifact that could bend and possibly break was far less useful. It also gave him an icky feeling and passed it onto the others.

“Are we even sure they are artifacts?” Chiara said as she looked at them dubiously.

“My interface says that they are,” Medjay said as she examined the artifacts.

“They look like artifacts to my mana vision too,” Matteo said. “I think Echo’s right. The Isfet divine spell form is picking up the work Ma’at used to do. It must be adding its personal flair to the creation.”

“There are fewer artifacts than expected as well. I would have expected six or more artifacts in this cave system instead of just three,” Echo said as he brought over a third artifact.

It was a small doll. Its clothes were tattered and old looking despite being recently created. The expression on its porcelain face was creepy. It was unsettling enough that Matteo refused to touch it.

Medjay had no such reservations and stuffed all three artifacts into her pack. She said, “With the shortage of artifacts, I am sure these will sell well, regardless.”

Matteo nodded. “We’ve spent long enough down here anyway. Let’s get going. I want to get to Thatcham City as soon as possible.”

“Speaking of which, about how far away do you think we are now?” Ashif said.

“Two to three days away,” Matteo said. “Depends on the rest of the traps and defenses we have to go through.”

“I had an idea that might speed things up,” Echo said. “I think Ashif should practice throwing me with walls.”

“I’m still having trouble moving the walls, let alone reliably throwing and catching someone,” Ashif said.

“Yes. That’s the point of practice. You need to get better. Don’t worry about it, I still have the super armor. Even if my shield runs out, it’s no big deal. If you accidentally splat me up against the canyon walls, no one will mind,” Echo said.

“Is that really how you feel about it?” Medjay said as she stared into Echo’s eyes.

Echo nodded, “Yeah, I do. I get why Kate was having her existential crisis or whatever, but I don’t see it the same way. This is like a vacation from consequences for me. Nothing I do matters, not really. It’s freeing.”

“If you say so,” Medjay said, clearly not understanding.

They headed up towards the canyon then and got headed north once more. Ashif started practicing moving his walls as they ran. Instead of jumping straight towards throwing Echo, he started with throwing rocks.

It was a good thing he did. The first several rocks either rolled off the walls or shattered into tiny pieces. It was only after he felt like he had a better handle on things that he started using Echo for practice.

The first few throws went well. Ashif was able to throw and catch Echo. But then Echo’s luck ran out. As he was arcing through the air on a particularly long jump, his shield spell ran out. That meant he didn’t have the quasi-stilts he was used to, and he fumbled his landing. He tipped over the wall and fell thirty feet down to the ground.

The fall would have been enough to break legs of any mundane, but Echo was mostly fine. He had a few bruises and a goose egg on his temple.

Echo turned to Medjay and said, “I’ve had enough of this. It’s not fun anymore. Can you please de-spawn me?”

“Are you sure? I imagine Ashif could still use your help,” Medjay said.

“He can get his own copy to be his whipping boy. I’m done,” Echo said.

Medjay nodded and focused on her picture frame. She turned to Echo, and he dissolved into motes of mana. Then she turned to Ashif and said, “He had a point. Would you like a copy of your own?”

“Sure, go ahead,” Ashif said.

An instant later, there was a copy of Ashif standing next to him. They looked absolutely identical to each other. There were only a few small differences. The copy didn’t have a backpack or a relic ring. It occurred to Matteo that without those clues, a copy could easily pass itself off as the real thing.

Ashif turned himself to his clone and said, “Well, you know the drill. Hop up on the wall and we will get practicing.”

With a dramatic roll of his eyes, Ashif’s copy said, “Yeah, no. We both know you aren’t ready. I could get hurt. Keep practicing with rocks or something.”

Ashif looked offended and tried to convince his copy to hop up there, anyway. The copy wouldn’t budge. Eventually, Ashif had to resort to throwing around a boulder.

After they got going again, Ilaria said, “That's fascinating. It’s like a view of his inner psyche. I wonder how I would react with non-existence looming over my head. Medjay, can you do more than one duplicate at once?”

“I don’t know. Now is a good time to experiment,” Medjay said. She pulled out her artifact.

A few moments later, a copy of Ilaria appeared. Ilaria’s artifact was hidden under her armor, so the only thing differentiating her from her copy was the backpack she wore.

“How come you can’t copy the backpack too?” Matteo idly asked while he waited for Ashif to disable another trap. The traps were getting more and more frequent as they neared the capital.

“I think it has to do with distance from the main body. My artifact has no problem replicating things a few inches from the skin, but our backpacks stretch out further than that,” Medjay said.

“We can test that,” Chiara said and held out her shortsword. The tip of the sword stretched far from her body now. “Go ahead and duplicate me. I’m just as curious as Ilaria about how my copy will react.”

Medjay agreed, and a few moments later, there was another Chiara standing next to the first one. Just as she expected, the sword didn’t get duplicated. Matteo nodded along with her. This meant that Medjay could create multiple copies all at once. The main restriction was that she could only make one copy of a person. If she was able to level up and get around that restriction, her artifact would be extraordinary. She would be a one-woman army.

Not that her artifact was all that bad as it was. She just created three independent operators out of nothing. She could create a disposable army with enough volunteers, preferably ones with Matteo’s attitude instead of Ashif’s.

“How’s the upkeep costs?” Matteo said. With three copies out, the upkeep should be three times as much mana. However, sometimes the scale wasn’t linear but exponential.

“I’ll need a minute or two to calculate the continued mana costs,” Medjay said.

Matteo nodded, and they ran on. They would exit the canyon soon. Then they would have to cross a forest, grassland, and flat packed dirt. They would probably have to turn east or west soon. They couldn’t walk through that last part without being spotted. They would need to blend into the regular traffic on the other side of the city.

“Hey, Matteo,” Ilaria said. “Have you ever had two girls at once?”

He looked back to see Ilaria and her copy standing next to each other. Only he didn’t know which one was which. She had taken off her backpack and both of them held it.

Matteo scoffed. “That’s where your mind went? Not existential dread or trying out dangerous things? Your mind went straight to the red house?”

Both women smiled at the mention of the red house. It was where Tartaruga town’s local courtesan worked. “With a body like ours, of course, that’s where our mind went. What do you say? Do you want to try to double your pleasure one of these days?”

Matteo just shook his head and said, “I was serious earlier. No romance until after the mission is over. Things are complicated enough as it is.”

Ilaria shrugged, “Alright. I can get behind that. Just know that I won’t be put off forever. I’m not some moon-struck girl that would wait for you to make up your mind.”

Medjay interrupted the conversation to say, “The upkeep is the same.”

“What? You mean it’s linear?” Matteo said, happy for the interruption. She was probably interrupting to foil Ilaria’s flirting, but that was fine with him. He didn’t want to think about relationships right now. Plus, if Ilaria and her copy didn’t stop moving like that, he wouldn’t be able to hide the reaction they were giving him.

“No, I mean the upkeep is the same, whether I have one copy out or three,” Medjay said, “If that holds true as I scale up, it would mean I could have twenty-five copies out for a solid hour.”

Matteo clicked his tongue and said, “There it is! I knew your artifact was secretly powerful. We just had to find it.”

Medjay smiled and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “Thanks for believing in me.”

It didn’t escape his notice that Ilaria and her clone frowned deeply after the kiss. Matteo sighed. It seemed like he couldn’t get rid of interpersonal problems simply by declaring romance off limits. He was going to have to do something about it. If he ignored this problem for too much longer, it would be sure to blow up in his face.


Book 3 Chapter 12: Thatcham City

“How is it that you were a Sister of Truth, one of the leaders of the nation, and you know next to nothing about Thatcham?” Ashif said.

“Your inquiry is spurious. I’ve been awake in this century for just a few months. You have been at war with Thatcham for your entire life. Where is your advanced knowledge?” Medjay said, with her hands on her hips.

“We’ve been over this. We have the information we have. It helps no one to complain about it,” Matteo said. “Now, let’s pretend we are a hunting party. I wouldn’t be surprised if one of the guards ahead had a senses enhancement. From here on out, all five of us were born in Thatcham.”

They all looked towards the imposing capital of Thatcham. Some aspects of the city were like the one they had just left. Just like Carcassonne City, this city had large walls built by the founders. There were many tall building peeking up over the walls, another example of founder construction. Their walls were light brown and heavily carved. They looked similar to carved wooden reliefs. They must be heavily enchanted to regularly defend against wild kaiju attacks.

Getting inside was going to be tricky, but they had a plan. The first step had been to go all the way around the city, avoiding the worst of the defenses. Then they waited until a Thatcham kaiju was on its way to the city and started walking. They timed their walk to arrive at the same time as the group of civilians.

They had also taken the time to disguise themselves as artifact hunters. It wasn’t hard to do. Artifact hunters were the lowest rung of bound, people who hadn’t done well as Rangers or Wardens. The squad’s armor was already hodge-podge. They were filthy, and they were in top physical form.

Disguising Medjay was a little difficult, but they rigged up an outfit that showed off her human leg and covered her face. Ashif was harder to disguise. He had the physique of someone who never left the city. They tried out a few combinations of outfits, but none of them were convincing. In the end, they had him put his own clothes back on and washed up. He would have to slip into the crowds and pretend to be part of the civilians disembarking the kaiju.

Matteo had his eyepatch back on and was leading the group. He had to slow down their pace a bit to arrive at the same time as the civilians, but it worked. They arrived at the northern gate at the same time and joined the crowd. As the civilians were disembarking the armadillo kaiju, the squad was climbing the stairs. There were over a hundred people in the crowd, and Matteo slipped his group into the middle of the line.

The line to get into the city was slow. As far as these guards knew, they were in the middle of a war. They had to keep spies and saboteurs from Carcassonne out. People just like Matteo and his squad. Them not having any identification papers was another complication. Luckily, Matteo had a plan for that.

Once he judged the time was right, he fainted.

At least, that’s what it would look like to everyone else. They were probably yelling out and crowding around him right about now. He wouldn’t know. Mentally, he was far away, remotely piloting his golem.

He had created a small fire golem and left it next to a huge pile of wood. They had prepared a bonfire of epic proportions. He hopped the fire golem onto the oil covered wood pile and jumped back as the flames roared up. When everything was lit and the fires were at the peak, he jumped back into the flames with his little guy. With a quick mental effort, he started absorbing the flames into his form. The influx of fire grew his golem taller and taller. He went from three inches tall to twenty-five feet.

He turned and started sprinting towards the city, flame footprints in his wake. There were two reasons he had to hurry. First off, his flesh and blood body wasn’t breathing right now. He needed to get the golem into position before he suffocated. The second reason was that the larger his golem was, the higher his maintenance costs were. His mana was dripping away like water right now.

When he judged he was close enough, he cut the connection and returned to his body. He sat up with a deep gasp. No one noticed. They were all too concerned with the appearance of a fire monster headed straight for their group of unprotected humans.

The defensive crew of the armadillo kaiju and Thatcham City were already responding to the threat. Spells and projectiles were flying its way. The ‘monster’ didn’t have a chance of reaching the exposed humans in front of the northern gate. They didn’t care. As one, the entire group tried to shove their way into the city.

Once the crowd panicked, Matteo deanimated his golem. The flames dissipated into the air and the core fell to the ground. The small artifact rolled across the dirt unnoticed. Matteo used the crowd as cover to reach down and pick it up.

The gate guards tried to calm the throng down, but to no avail. They had already been rattled by someone falling ‘dead’ in the line, and now there was a monster after them. It didn’t matter that the monster had disappeared because no one was looking back. The guards were overwhelmed in moments. They found themselves pushed back as the mob ran forward.

Unlike the guards at the Carcassonne gates, these guards were mostly mundane. They only had a few bound at the gate. Those bound were more than powerful enough to guard the gate. The Thatcham army tended to concentrate their power into a few elites instead of spreading out the artifacts like their sworn enemies.

One of those elites stopped the mob in their tracks with a quick application of his power. Yellow tubes streamed out of his artifact and poured across the ground. Dozens of three inch wide tubes slithered through the crowd’s feet. All at once, the tubes jumped up, wrapping themselves around every member of the mob. In an instant, everyone was trapped in place.

Matteo squirmed against the bindings. Not that he wanted to get free, it just felt uncomfortable. It was like cold noodles covered his body.

“Stop! You are all safe. The defenses of our great nation have already destroyed the monster. Please calm down,” the bound guard said. He slowly arranged everyone back into line and retracted his noodle power.

The screams and yells cut off during his speech and no one got out of the line he put them in. He was clearly more than powerful enough to protect them. Or punish anyone that got out of line.

Matteo’s squad had made it closer to the front of the line after he fainted and the scuffle that followed. It wasn’t long before the five of them were at the front of the line.

“IDs please,” a guard said. He was sounding considerably less bored than he had moments ago.

Four of them stepped forward and handed their IDs over in a group. Matteo’s double pronged distraction had given them the chance to steal the IDs they needed to get through the gate. They just needed to be gone before their owners figured out they had been robbed.

“Names and purpose of visit?” the guard said as he looked down at the papers he had been handed.

“Mila.”

“Bogdan.”

“Filip.”

“Daniel. We are returning after a successful artifact hunt,” Matteo said calmly.

The guard ignored him and looked at Ilaria with an eyebrow raised. “Your name is Filip?”

Ilaria smiled and said, “My father wanted a boy. My friends call me Filippina.”

The guard looked down at the identification paper and then back up at Ilaria. There was a long pause before he said, “Can I call you Filippina?”

“Oh, you want to be my friend?” Ilaria said with a small smile. “Maybe, maybe. When do you get off?” She asked and pulled a strand of hair behind her ear.

The lead guard behind him coughed, and the guard seemed to realize his superior was listening in. He quickly gave them their artifacts back and motioned them to enter the city. As Ilaria passed him, he whispered, “Seventh bell.”

She winked at him and walked on. The four of them walked into the city and waited for Ashif to make it through. The city was fascinating, particularly after coming from Carcassonne City. It was larger than their home capital, but much less dense. There were a few tall buildings the founders had left them, but most buildings were only two or three stories tall. The construction was different as well. Their buildings were built of wood and stone instead of the metal of Carcassonne.

Most surfaces were carved into scenes of battle, wood and stone alike. What few flat surfaces remained were covered in murals instead. The painted images were of battle as well. It seemed like their culture was much more oriented towards fighting than the one Matteo and his squad were used to.

“Do we need to adjust our plans so you can get back here tonight?” Chiara said as she looked up at Ilaria with a wide grin.

Ilaria shoved her and said, “Hey, it’s not my fault I had to flirt with that guy. Why did you give me a guy’s name?”

“Your agility stat is higher than mine. Why didn’t you lift your own ID?” Chiara said.

Ilaria sighed. “I tried. I guess I just don’t have the real world experience that you do.”

Chiara nodded proudly and then turned away. That exchange reminded Matteo of how he met them in the first place. Ilaria had wanted to be a Ranger, but Chiara was forced into it. She had been caught stealing and sentenced to being a Ranger.

“So, what’s the plan now?” Ashif said as he walked up.

Matteo made some quick changes to his plans and said, “We are in a foreign city none of us knows. We are going to split up and gather intel. We need the location of their divine spell form and a crew to help us break in. Chiara and Ashif, you will take the west side of the city, the rest of us will take the east. We will meet in front of that tall building over there for dinner. Sound good?”

Both Medjay and Ilaria were quick to nod, but Chiara said, “Can we change up the teams? I think it would make more sense if I was out and about with my sister, Filippina.”

Matteo wanted to talk to Medjay and Ilaria in private. He couldn’t just say that, so he shrugged and said, “What do you think, Ilaria?”

“I would actually prefer to stick with you if that’s alright,” Ilaria said.

“Fine by me. Let’s head out. We can discuss switching up partners when we head out tomorrow morning. We will know more about the city by then,” Matteo said. He started walking before they could have a longer conversation about it.

Medjay and Ilaria followed him, one on either side. He glanced back to see Chiara frown at Ashif and then motioned for him to follow her. Ashif tilted his hands up in confusion, but then followed her without complaint. Matteo promised himself to switch up teams tomorrow.

First, he had to talk to the women about relationships. Their flirting was causing problems. Well, that wasn’t actually accurate. He was worried that it would cause problems. He could see that the women were competing for his attention, and he didn’t like that.

As he walked, his nerve started to fail him. Would confronting them about this actually make things better? He had already asked them to keep things professional. And it’s not like he could just choose one of them over the other. That would be guaranteed to cause problems.

The more he thought about this, the more he realized he didn’t know what he was doing. He was a passable leader in combat, but not great with relationships. The last girlfriend he had broke up with him a few months ago. He hadn’t even realized how bad things had gotten.

If he was going to do something about this, he would need to ask for help. But who was he going to ask about it right now?

Medjay tilted her head towards a nearby alley. “We need to talk somewhere private. Come on.”

Matteo’s heart plummeted. Did she want to talk this out right after he had decided not to? Great.

Reluctantly, he followed the women into an alleyway as they made a few turns. Once they were out of sight, Medjay turned and said, “Sorry to derail your plans, Matteo. This is important.”


Book 3 Chapter 13: Double Trouble

Matteo’s temples were pounding. He was not prepared for ‘the talk’ and it looked like Medjay was forcing it right now. He did his best to mentally prepare himself, but it wasn’t working. He didn’t know what he wanted and any relationship conversation was sure to be painful until he made up his mind.

“We should have done this with the other two as well, but this is still fine. I want to make copies of everyone so we can double our search radius. Even after I make three copies, my mana will last four and a half hours. We just need to meet up with them before then to hear what they found,” Medjay said.

Matteo snapped his fingers. “Excellent plan, Medjay. One minor adjustment though. Instead of sending our copies away, we should keep them with us. The army is looking for a group of people that match our descriptions. They aren’t looking for twins. Let’s split up into three groups with our copies.”

Medjay tilted her head slightly and then nodded, “Alright. Let’s do that.”

Within a few seconds, there were six people in the alleyway instead of three. She was getting better at that very quickly. She must have a high affinity for it.

“Ilaria, you and your twin will take the northwestern part of the city. Medjay and Kate will take the southwestern part. I’ll sell the new artifacts so we have money for dinner and lodgings later,” Matteo said.

Everyone nodded and they quickly split up. They had noticed how their copies were less inhibited than they were. This way they left before their copy could blurt out something they wanted to keep private.

Matteo nodded at Echo as they adjusted their clothing. With the same memories, there was no need to speak out loud. Echo rolled up his sleeves and removed his armor. Matteo took his eyepatch off and straightened his clothing. They were trying to look like two different people, not copies of each other. They also needed to look nicer. Any artifact shop was going to be in the nicest part of town.

“Why don’t you just talk to them about it?” Echo said.

“What am I supposed to say? I noticed you both like me. How can we fix that?” Matteo said.

“Maybe not in so many words, but that’s the general idea. Let them know you like them both and you don’t want to choose yet. They are going to think you don’t like them,” Echo replied as they headed towards the city center.

Matteo shook his head. “I don’t know why I am even talking to you about it. You are just as bad at relationship stuff as I am.”

Echo shook his head, “No, I’m like you, but better. I don’t have any of your stupid inhibitions because I know I’m dying in four and a half hours.”

“What’s that like, by the way?”

“It’s alright. Maybe if I had memories of the last Echo it might start grating on me. Since this is my first time doing this, it’s just fun. Or rather, it will be fun. I still think it’s important to sell the artifacts and get the lay of the land. I’m just planning on running off when I have about an hour left,” Echo said.

“Alright, I guess I can get behind that. Just don’t do anything that might draw attention to us,” Matteo said.

Echo nodded absently as he looked around the city. Matteo joined him. This city was so similar, and yet so different from the one they had just left. The same founder’s buildings made up the skyline. The rest of the buildings were radically different. Thatcham fashion was just as colorful as Carcassonne’s, but they used different colors. There were more dark colors, purples and greens and blues. Way more reds and blacks here.

That wasn’t to say that Matteo and Echo stood out. The city was a riot of diversity. There were people from dozens of different cultures, all mixing together. The only thing that united them was a general fitness. There weren’t any infirm or overweight people in the entire city. It was jarring when Matteo realized that. What kind of social pressures led to an entire populace full of completely healthy people?

Another major difference in this city was the proliferation of prosthetics. Almost everyone looked like they had been in battle with large scars and artificial limbs. Some were metal like his own, but the majority were wooden. This city certainly had a theme. The wooden limbs fit right in with the wooden buildings around them. At this point, Matteo was surprised that the roads were stone.

“Epic gear, man. Where did you get it?” a guy about his age said.

The guy was pointing at Matteo’s arm, so he realized that gear must mean prosthetics here. He replied, “Far from here, and it cost me a lot.”

“Chill, buck. If you wanted to keep your source secret, you could have just said so,” the man said, offended.

Echo leaned in on Matteo’s shoulder and said, “It is epic gear, isn’t it? It’s not a secret, though. You know the wolf kaiju that hangs out near the northern border?”

“No?”

“Yeah, anyway, there is a town on top, Fenrir or something. My brother lost a fight, and this lady made his parts from solid metal. She has an artifact or something for it. Cost us two years of savings,” Echo said as he pulled Matteo’s arm around.

“Oof, that sounds expensive,” the guy said.

“Yeah, we are here to sell a few artifacts to make up for it. We don’t live here, though. Can you help a buck out? Where can we get the best price?” Echo said.

The man stroked his chin a bit and said, “Best price is in the guild stores, but I don't think they will let you in. No offense, but you two don’t seem the type. Second best is on the north side of the people’s arena. I don’t remember the name, but it’s got a green sign.”

“Great, thanks!” Echo said with an excited wave goodbye.

Once they were far enough away, Matteo said, “In case you forgot, we are trying to be inconspicuous. What’s up with that crazy story?”

“I know why we are here. You were being rude, and that’s more memorable than that story I made up. The guy is only going to remember he saw twins, and that there is this wolf kaiju in the north. He didn’t even notice the ‘gear’ on your other hand and your new eye,” Echo said.

Matteo nodded and said, “Yeah, I guess you are right. And you saved us some time finding the shop.”

“Even better than that, we know there’s an arena here. I bet they do monster fights or something inside. It’ll be awesome,” Echo said.

“You are probably right. They worship Isfet who makes monsters. I bet the arena has fights like that,” Matteo said.

Echo rolled his eyes. “Of course you agree with me. We think the same.”

“Whatever, let’s just go. He pointed this way,” Matteo said.

The people’s arena was easy to identify as soon as it came into view. It was an enormous building, one made of white stone. It stood out starkly in a city of browns and greens. The white building was three stories tall and full of arches and grand walkways. There were people streaming into the arena as they walked by.

“I bet there’s an event starting soon. Let’s get tickets after we sell the artifacts,” Echo said.

“I don’t mind getting you a ticket, but there are better things to do with my time,” Matteo said.

“Ah, come on. Let’s go. I promise to gossip about the divine spell form while we are there,” Echo said.

Matteo considered it. His main goal for the day was the shop within sight. It couldn’t hurt to take a small break afterwards. Besides, Echo was weirdly good with people. Apparently, Matteo could be charismatic if he thought he was going to die soon.

With a nod, Matteo walked into the artifact shop. It wasn’t quite what he was expecting. Instead of fancy decorations and a well-dressed shopkeeper, the store was plain, and the shopkeeper looked like he was ready to go out artifact hunting himself. Not that the store looked cheap. Everything was high quality, including the man’s leather armor.

“Welcome to Blagoje’s Artifacts. If I don’t have it, it doesn’t exist. What kind of artifact can I get for you today?” the man said.

“We were hoping to sell today, actually. We have three artifacts we would like to have appraised and sold if the price is right,” Matteo said. He could have appraised them himself, but that would have marked him as unusual.

“It’s not another goddess-damned duck, is it?” the shopkeeper angrily asked.

“A duck? No, we don’t have ducks. Why? Do you buy animals too?” Matteo said, as he looked around, confused.

“No, it’s that damn Ma’at playing tricks on us. Couple of days ago, all the normal artifacts stopped appearing. For the first day, the only thing that appeared was a little rubber goddess-damned duck. I bought the first few at full price, not knowing that no one would buy them.”

“Why not?” Echo asked.

The man raised a single eyebrow at him and said, “Would you want to buy a level one purple magic artifact that had a useless power? The damn ducks can’t even level people up since they are all level one.”

“What was the power?” Echo said as he leaned on the man’s counter.

“I don’t know exactly. It had something to do with baths,” the shopkeeper said and waved his hand. “Anyway, you said you had artifacts to sell?”

“Yep! Good ones too,” Echo said as Matteo pulled the artifacts out of his bag.

The bat with nails shocked him again, but it wasn’t as bad when you were expecting it. He placed it on the counter, along with the purple tube and creepy doll. The shopkeeper took out some enchanted glasses and examined the three artifacts. He talked to himself for a bit before he turned back to Matteo and Echo.

“Well, first off, the purple one isn’t that great. I imagine it would be good if you were laying pipe underground, but that’s about it. The other two are better. The doll has a fear effect, and the bat has an electric effect. I think it also has knock-on effects in battle. The bat is your best one. I can give you five crowns and four slugs for the bunch,” he said.

Echo scoffed and said, “If that’s your opening offer, maybe we need to visit a different shop.”

“Hey, my prices are fair. Ask anyone,” the shopkeeper said and folded his arms.

Echo looked away and knocked on the counter. “Yeah, maybe your prices used to be fair, but that was before. You know what’s going on, right? How could you not know, in your profession?”

The shopkeeper squinted at him and said, “What do you mean?”

Echo smiled and leaned forward, “Oh, you know, don’t you? I won’t play around then. We both know that artifacts are getting much rarer these days. Since, like maybe a week ago, there have been way fewer artifacts appearing. Temples not working as well, wilderness hot spots drying up. There’s a shortage, and no one knows how long it’s going to last.”

The shopkeeper looked around and said, “Keep it down, would you?”

Echo shrugged and said, “I could keep your secret for you. That way you get to buy artifacts at the old price until everyone knows about the shortage. But are you gonna make it worth it?”

The man growled and said, “Seven crowns. Not a slug more.”

“Nope. Not enough. For seven crowns, I might as well go find someone else to buy our artifacts. I mean, I’ll have to tell everyone that asks exactly why I want so much for my artifacts, but that’s fine by me. No skin off my back,” Echo said.

“Fine, what do you want, exactly?” the man said as he folded his arms.

“Fifteen crowns,” Echo said, folding his arms too.

“Fifteen crowns! That’s robbery! I oughta call you out into the arena for trying to extort that much,” he replied.

Echo shrugged but said nothing.

The shopkeeper scowled like Echo had just beaten his mother. After a few moments, he said, “Ten crowns.”

“Thirteen,” Echo said calmly.

“Eleven crowns, five slugs,” he replied.

“Twelve crowns, and we promise to tell everyone we sold them for five,” Echo said.

“Fine, swear on it and I’ll get your money,” the shopkeeper said.

“I swear by Isfet,” Echo said seriously.

The shopkeeper nodded and pulled out the key to his cashbox. He slowly counted out the crowns and handed them over. Matteo made sure to get the last crown in slugs, so he knew the exchange rate. The crowns looked similar to gold stator, maybe a little bigger. It had an image of Isfet on one side and a crown of leaves on the other side. The slugs were wooden coins, ten to a crown. His vision evolution let him know they were enchanted.

After they left the shop, Matteo said, “You really went for it, didn’t you? You didn’t even hesitate to blackmail him. What would you have done if he called the Wardens or challenged you to a fight in the arena?”

“That would have been awesome! A battle to the death, what better way to go out?” Echo said.

Matteo shook his head. It was disturbing to see how Echo acted. He acted without caution and apparently without regrets. His actions were a glimpse into Matteo’s inner psyche.

Together, the ‘twins’ walked over to the arena. They could hear the crowd from outside and it was getting louder as people streamed in. They got an idea of how much money they had now, since one ‘slug’ was enough to buy good tickets and have refreshments delivered to their seat. As they walked in, Matteo got an idea of what kind of arena this was. It wasn't what he was expecting at all.


Book 3 Chapter 14: The Arena

Having fought against them back home, Matteo recognized the regalia of Isfet cultists, or disciples, as they would be called here. The arena was dotted with people in robes of the Isfet religion. They were directing patrons, assembling the floor, and setting up a sacrifice. This arena must have something to do with their religion, maybe their version of a church.

Matteo’s attention was immediately drawn to the altar. There were a dozen disciples holding animals, standing in a line behind the altar. Actually, he was pretty sure they weren’t called disciples. Maybe mendicants? The people in robes were currently sacrificing a struggling monster. It was some sort of toad type monster. Its blood was pouring onto the altar, but its legs were still kicking.

Once it finally stilled, they pushed it off the altar and placed the next sacrifice on the altar. Matteo and Echo found their seats as they tried to puzzle out what it was. A wire cage sat on the obsidian stone with legs poking out of the holes. It must be some sort of hairy centipede monster he didn’t recognize.

Matteo used his mechanical eye to zoom in and examine it. He gasped. It wasn’t a monster. It was a cage full of cats. A dozen of them were stuffed inside and they weren’t happy about it.

“What was that for?” Echo said.

“Cats,” Matteo said.

Echo had the same reaction Matteo did. They both were used to fighting and violence, but this was different. Sacrificing innocent animals was a new low. Echo made to get up but then slumped back into his seat. There wasn’t anything he could do. They were on the other side of the arena from the cats. There was no way he could get there in time.

“Cats, huh? That’s terrible,” a middle aged woman said.

Echo turned to talk to her as Matteo watched the altar. Morbid fascination meant that he couldn’t look away. A mendicant held a long pole with a hook on the end. He touched the hook to the top of the cage, which released the mechanism there. Three sides of the cage fell down and released the cats. The angry felines immediately dashed away, spreading out through the crowd. They disappeared underneath their feet, but the ripples of upset patrons showed where they went.

Now that he thought about it, releasing a group of angry cats in the middle of a crowd was a very fitting sacrifice to the goddess of chaos. Isfet would be proud. If she wasn’t dead, anyway.

“... it didn’t scar, unfortunately. Still, that sacrifice-cat gave me one of the worst cuts of my life. Too bad we sat over here this time. Next time I’ll be sure to get seats near the altar,” the woman was saying.

Echo nodded along and said, “I haven’t gotten very many good scars myself. My constitution’s too high. It’s good for work, but not so good for the ladies, you know?”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” she said. “I bet you get plenty of attention with a handsome face like that.”

She was flirting with him. Matteo honestly didn’t know how he did that. Echo had everything he had, the same personality, memories, intelligence. But somehow, he made it work for him. It was driving Matteo nuts. He turned his attention back to the arena.

The sacrifices were over, and the event was about to start. An older man walked to the center of the arena. He had Isfet robes on with their signature purple and gold, more ornate than most. He raised his hands high, and the crowd hushed. Which was impressive for a crowd of ten thousand people to suddenly go quiet.

“Oh great Isfet, hallowed be thy name. We call on the winds of chaos and the times of change. These challengers fight in your name. May it be pleasing to your sight. We ask that you break the chains of the oppressor, Ma'at, and help us all rise above our limitations. In your exalted name, we plead, let the fights begin,” he said with a magically amplified voice.

As soon as he put his arms back down, the crowd erupted with cheers. The woman next to Echo leapt up and hollered. Echo joined her. A moment later, so did Matteo. He decided he was going to have fun today.

To the crowd’s immense enjoyment, the fights started immediately after the prayer. Around the arena floor were six large gates. One of them quickly cranked up, and a monster scuttled out of it. It was a sand scorpion. Ten feet long and five tall, the monster raced into the arena. It could hear the people yelling around itself, but it quickly realized it couldn’t get to them.

After a few impotent strikes of its tail and angry pincer snaps, the scorpion headed to the center of the arena, through arches and around obstacles. On the northern end, it found a spot it liked and crouched down, flinging sand in the air. The monster quickly blended into the sand of the arena floor.

Once it stopped moving, the other five gates opened up. Armed and armored humans stepped out onto the arena floor. There was a wide variety of armaments, from stunningly crafted plate armor to a large stick with a rock on the end. They spread out through the arena, searching for the monster.

The crowd knew where the sand scorpion was hidden. Some of them shouted and pointed towards the monster’s hiding place. Others shouted and pointed in the wrong direction. The fighters seemed to know the audience was unreliable and ignored them. They got louder as two of the fighters got close, making all five think they were about to uncover the monster.

Once they were in range, the scorpion burst from the sand and lunged towards the two men. The closest was the man with a rock hammer. He brought it down just in time to deflect the pincer headed his way. The monster didn’t focus its attacks on a single human, instead striking out with its tail at the other guy simultaneously. The sandy barb hit the man’s chest and deflected off his heavy plate. His sword fell to the sands as he staggered back. His expensive armor had just saved his life.

The scorpion turned to focus on the easier prey and struck out at the rock hammer guy. He must have anticipated the move, as he was already leaping backwards. It missed. The monster hissed and scuttled towards the retreating man. The man in full plate scooped up his sword and raced after the monster, hitting its tail at the base. The strike wasn’t strong enough to break its exoskeleton, but it was enough to divert its attention.

Matteo noticed something as two women ran up and joined in the fight. Their reactions were slow and their attacks weak. These people were all mundane.

People from all walks of life were willingly jumping into the arena with a monster. Some of them had training, others clearly didn’t. One of the women was too slow to retreat and caught a pincer. She lost an arm at the elbow. She screamed and fell to the sand, clutching her spurting arm. The other woman ran over to her and put a tourniquet on her stump.

“Ha! That’ll teach her! Maybe with a wooden arm she’ll have the edge she needs to try again,” the woman next to Echo shouted out.

Matteo leaned forward and held out his metal arm. “I like mine, that’s for sure.”

“Ooh, that’s pretty. That’s an alloy I haven’t seen before,” she said.

“It’s custom gear. Strong and light. I quite like it,” Matteo said.

“I prefer heartwood, myself. Can’t beat the extra strength and stamina that comes with it,” she said and knocked on her prosthetic leg.

Matteo hadn’t even noticed that she had one. It was beautifully sculpted and a tan color that was only slightly more brown than her skin tone.

“Is that why people usually go with heartwood? It makes you stronger or something?” Echo said.

She tilted her head and said, “How do you not know about heartwood? Grew up on a cloud or something?”

Echo laughed and said, “I just don’t pay attention to that kind of stuff. I’m still all natural, you know?”

“Heartwood is the stuff that comes from Isfet’s holy tree. You get stronger and last longer when it grows into your body. Not that you need to worry about stamina with that body,” she said.

Echo leaned over and whispered something into her ear. She giggled and put a hand on his thigh. Matteo rolled his eyes. Echo leaned back towards Matteo and whispered, “The spell form is probably under the tree. I’m heading out.”

With a flourish, Echo stood up and offered his hand to the woman sitting next to him. She giggled again and took it. The two of them left the arena with huge grins on their faces.

Matteo sat there, stunned. He wasn’t exactly surprised that Echo had done that, but still. Maybe Medjay’s artifact included some personality changes. It was the only thing that made sense.

He turned his attention back to the fights. Another two monster hunts had come and gone and they were having some sort of award ceremony. The three fighters that had dealt the death blow to the monsters stood on a raised platform.

While the crowd cheered, the three winners were given their prize. Matteo thought they were trophies or something until one of them grew twice his size. They were awarded artifacts. No wonder mundanes were willing to risk their lives in an arena fight.

Once the winners left the arena, the Isfet leader amplified his voice once more. “For those who are about to fight, we honor you. For Isfet’s glory, we fight so that all may thrive!”

The crowd erupted into cheers again as the six gates opened up once more. This time, there were no monsters, only people. They waved to the crowd as they slowly walked into the arena. After a bit of showboating, they arranged themselves into two teams of three. At some unseen signal, they burst into action.

A woman was suddenly covered in packed dirt, like earthen armor. Another had streams of red gas spewing from her hands and feet, enough to give her flight. She flew over the columns directly at the opposing team. Someone spat globs of something brown into the air and she had to swerve to the side.

This was a bound fight. They were giving it their all, burning through mana. Flashes of purple were intercepted by paper monsters. Thorny vines burst from the ground, only to be smashed back down by a bound with enormous feet. Despite everyone going all out, it seemed like they weren’t trying to kill. Matteo saw several instances where an attack was pulled.

The fight lasted a few minutes before the magic slowed down. These people must be low leveled and running out of mana. Before long, the team with the paper monsters was triumphant, standing over bruised and beaten competitors.

Cheers erupted as the victors waved to the crowd and walked out of the arena. A dozen soldiers stepped out of the gate and stood around the edge of the arena. The losers were still in the middle of the arena, slowly picking themselves up off the ground. They seemed dejected, but weren’t leaving the arena.

Matteo decided to follow Echo’s example and turned to the person sitting on his other side. “Hey, this is my first time here. Grew up on a kaiju. What’s going on?”

The woman next to him tsked and looked down on him. Despite her obvious disdain, she said, “The bound that lost are going to sacrifice their artifacts to Isfet. The honor guards are there to make sure no one tries to run. Hopefully, they don’t have to step in. Isfet hates it when they try.”

Matteo looked back to see the three bound walk up to a large golden chalice in the center of the arena. Each one held up their artifact and said something. The prayer, or whatever, was lost to the noise of the crowd. A few moments after their artifact was placed on the chalice, they disappeared. Shortly after that, two of them fell to the ground, dead. The one that survived had her artifact returned. She waved her hand and platforms of dirt rose to carry her dead friends away.

“Oh, Isfet’s hungry. That’s the third fight I’ve seen this week where she took two lives instead of just one,” the snooty woman said.

Matteo nodded along, knowing she was dead wrong. This wasn’t Isfet. It wasn’t even her spell form. This was the ensouled automatons of Thatcham. They must have set up these arena fights to get people to willingly give up their artifacts. They would destroy one or two of them to make the refined crystallium they needed to survive. They were killing people every day and blaming it on the goddess. The people believed it because the randomness of the killing was just the sort of chaos attributed to Isfet.

That was diabolical. Even if some official uncovered the ruse, the automatons could claim they were only enacting the will of Isfet.

Another bound fight passed much the same as the first, and another two people lost their lives so the automatons could live a few more weeks. Once the bodies were cleared off, the six gates opened once more. This time, it wasn’t three on three; it was five against one. Matteo was confused until he saw who the one was. It was a Thatcham Sister. She had the same green metal skin, with a different face and hair.

She was garbed in light armor and merrily waving to the crowd. She slowly turned so she could greet everyone. The crowd seemed to love it, jumping up when she turned their way. Matteo stayed seated and tried to hide his metal arm.

If she had eyesight as good as the one his mechanical eye granted him, she could be scanning the crowd for him and his squad. He needed to get out of here. He jumped up, only to see soldiers posted at every exit.
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Matteo pretended to be calm as he walked down the stairs. He glanced around the arena stands, looking for an exit. They were all blocked by a pair of soldiers. Judging by the citizens arguing with the soldiers, this wasn’t normal practice. He quickly pivoted and turned away from the exits.

He hopped in line for snacks while he planned his escape route. He got to the front of the line before he thought of anything. He read off the menu, ordering the easiest things to pronounce: a burek and a boza. The first was some kind of  meat pie, and the second a drink that looked like milk.

His escape planning had to pause as he took a bite of the burek. It was delectable. A super flaky crust contained a mix of lamb and beef with a white cheese mixed throughout. It was heavy and fatty, but he wanted more. Boza wasn’t milk at all. It was a grain-based drink, with a heavy malt flavor. The unctuous drink paired well with the meat pie and he devoured both.

The boza had been served in a leaf cup, but there weren’t any cups scattered on the floor. He looked around for the right receptacle and noticed a pot full of them near the window. Serendipity. He was on the third floor, but with his constitution at thirty-four, that didn’t bother him.

A glance out the window showed a small alleyway devoid of guards. Matteo leaned up against the window and waited until no one was looking his way. Casually, he leaned backwards out the window and flipped in the air. Three stories flew by and he landed with a roll. It hurt a bit, but he was fine. He wouldn’t even bruise.

He hopped up and brushed himself off. Carefully, he slid around a corner and into the city. It wasn’t until he was a few blocks away that he felt safe enough to relax. That had been disturbing.

Not just that the guards were there, presumably searching for him. The question was why? How did they know that someone they were looking for was in the arena? The easiest explanation was that Echo had been careless and let something slip.

Matteo hoped that was the explanation, because all the other possibilities were worse. It was possible that Chiara or Ashif had already ratted them out. It was possible there was an artifact that helped the Sisters track them. That would mean they already knew Matteo’s squad was in town.

Regardless of the explanation, Matteo was finding it hard to trust anyone right now. The frustrating thing was that he couldn’t do this on his own. He would have to trust someone, and the more people he trusted, the easier it would be. That would, of course, only expose him to more threats.

He shook his head and turned to walk back to their meeting spot. He made sure to walk through various buildings with multiple exits so he could throw off any possible tail he had. After going through a clothing shop, a chaos boutique, and a weapon shop, he felt safe enough to meet up with his friends.

As the sun set, the five of them met in front of the apartment building they had decided on. Interestingly enough, Ilaria and Medjay hadn’t brought their copies along. They should still have a half hour left. He wondered if their copies were just as unruly as his own. That would lend credence to his theory that the copies had personality changes.

He led everyone to a café and sat down in the corner. After they had ordered, Matteo kicked things off.

“How was everyone’s afternoon?” he said.

“Well, we learned that there aren't any nobles here,” Chiara said.

“Really? How progressive,” Medjay said.

“Not that progressive. The real power is still limited to the elite, it’s just a different group. Guilds hold the true power in the city and they rule with an iron fist. No work is allowed to be done without their say-so. It’s a highly rigid system with very little mobility,” Ashif said.

“Medjay made the rest of us copies and I took mine to the northwestern part of the city,” Ilaria said. “We wandered around the city, but didn’t find out much. My copy was tough to wrangle.”

“My copy proved intractable as well, but I was still productive. I procured a map of the city,” Medjay said and pulled out a scroll.

They pushed aside their dishes and unrolled the paper. Matteo looked over the city and noted the enclaves where the guilds held sway. There was a notation about Isfet’s tree and he pointed at it.

“I’m pretty sure the divine spell form is under that tree,” Matteo said.

“You already found that out? Great job, Matteo. Very impressive,” Ilaria said.

Matteo shrugged and said, “I’m not positive, but it’s a good bet. That tree is the source of the wooden prosthetics you have seen around town. They don’t use miracle pills to restore limbs here. Instead, they graft the wood from that tree onto their bodies. It grants them extra strength and stamina. Since they all seem to be battle junkies, it’s a popular choice. Anyway, I figure the tree is planted on top of the fake Isfet, which is where the wood gets its magic from.”

“A reasonable assumption. We should focus our efforts on the tree tomorrow,” Medjay said.

“Yep, that’s what I was thinking, too. Only, there’s a wrinkle in that plan. After we sold the artifacts, I went to the ’people’s arena’. It’s an Isfet temple where people fight against monsters and people for the chance at free artifacts. The losers sacrificed their artifacts to ‘Isfet’ and some of them died on the spot.”

They flinched back at the revelation and Medjay looked away. Chiara said, “So they were making refined crystallium? That’s despicable, using religion to kill people so they can live a little longer.”

Matteo nodded. “That’s not the worst of it. I think they found out we were in the city. While I was at the arena, a Sister of Thatcham arrived to fight. She was scanning the crowds and soldiers blocked the exits. I had to jump out of a window to escape.”

Ilaria caught onto the implications and swore. She spat out, “Does that mean we already have a traitor in the squad?”

Matteo held up his hand to forestall any arguments. “Maybe, maybe not. They could have an artifact that tracks people, or increases luck. It’s hard to rule things out with magic.”

“Still, how can we trust each other now?” Chiara said.

It was interesting that she was the one that said that, considering she had already betrayed them once. Matteo shook his head and said, “We don’t have to. We are going to split up into different groups, each one with their own plans. We can each come up with a different plan to take out the spell form, and only coordinate enough to not interrupt each other’s plans.”

Ashif tsked and said, “Good plan in theory, not so much in reality. The first plan will have the most chance at success, every one after that will be progressively harder. Splitting up like this won’t really increase our chances of success. I think we should work together so our first plan has the best chance. We could stick together so no one has a chance to slip a message to the Sisters.”

“That’s a compelling argument. Let’s sleep on it and discuss it again in the morning. I have the money from selling the artifacts. Let’s find an inn for the night,” Matteo said.

Now that he mentioned it, he remembered he still had three high-level artifacts tucked away. If the twelve crowns he had weren’t enough for their plans, they could easily get more by selling the anchor level artifacts.

He led the group to a nearby inn. It was one near the city gates and was constructed of stone. That indicated it was cheaper than most, and they would have plenty of strange patrons shuffling through. Their bizarre band of weirdos wouldn’t raise as many eyebrows.

Matteo walked up to the woman behind the counter and said, “Hello there. How much for five rooms?”

She shook her head and said, “We only have four rooms free. And one of those is the balcony suite.”

“Alright, four rooms. How much?” Matteo said. Medjay didn’t need to sleep so she could double up with someone.

“Five slivers each for the normal rooms and ten for the suite,” she said.

Matteo nodded slowly. As far as he could tell, slivers were less than a slug. And slugs were less than a crown. He said, “Alright, let’s get those four rooms for three nights.”

“That’s seventy-five slivers,” she said.

Matteo didn’t have any slivers, so he handed over a slug. “You can keep the change if you include breakfast.”

She made the slug disappear and said, “Yes, sir. Very generous of you.” She pulled out four room keys with a smile.

The interaction gave Matteo a good idea of how much money he had now. He guessed that his twelve crowns translated to about a thousand gold stator. That was fantastic. They should be able to buy whatever they need for their plans.

“Alright, I was only able to get four rooms. Two of us will have to share the suite.” Matteo said.

“Medjay and I will take the suite,” Ilaria said and snatched the key. Medjay moved to stand by her side.

Matteo raised his eyebrows but said nothing. He had thought there would be some friction there, but they seemed to be getting along. He passed out the other keys and said, “Meet down here for breakfast at first light. We can discuss plans again then. No matter what, it’s going to be a long day.”

Everyone nodded and headed up to their rooms. After sleeping in the wilds for a few days, a real bed sounded wonderful. Matteo cleaned up and flopped down on his bed. It was nice to be on his own for a bit. He felt like he finally had time to relax. It felt good. He was asleep in seconds.

The next morning, he was up with the dawn and headed down to the inn’s dining room. He sat at an empty table and the serving girl brought him breakfast after checking his room number. Their breakfast foods were very similar to the ones in Carcassonne. Breads, cheeses, and sausage. The only exception was something called kajmak, a clotted cream spread.

Ashif joined him about fifteen minutes later. He said, “I think I hate it here.”

“Something wrong with your room?”

“No, this city. Everyone here thinks I’m beneath them and they aren’t afraid to say so.”

“What? Why?” Matteo said, as he gave Ashif another look. His clothes were the nicest of their entire squad.

“It’s because I’m fat. I mean, that’s what they think. Honestly, I’m not even overweight for the people back home, but here they think I’m a pig or something. It’s disgusting.”

As he talked, the serving girl came and plopped down a plate in front of him. She gave him a nasty look and walked off. Ashif gestured to her back and then to his tiny plate of food. It was less than half the size of Matteo’s.

With a shrug, Matteo gave him some of his own breakfast. The people here must be really into fitness. It must have something to do with their battle lust. Maybe Isfet decreed that everyone had to be fit or something.

The women joined a few minutes later. Chiara and Ilaria sat down with Medjay in between them. She kept her hood up and her hands covered. It made her look strange, but it was better than everyone knowing she was an automaton.

“Medjay and I were talking last night, and we had an idea,” Ilaria said as she dug into breakfast. “We can work in cells. We split up into five groups and work on the plan separately. We still work on one plan, but you are the only one that knows the whole picture. That way, if someone rats us out, or just gets caught, they can’t turn the rest of us in.”

Matteo nodded. “That’s a good idea. Let’s do that. I don’t know enough to plan things out yet, though.”

Ilaria shrugged. “Sure, we can gather information together or separate. It’s only after things get going that we would need operational security.”

“Alright. Let’s all head out together to the tree of Isfet. We'll split up after we have verified that the divine spell form is underneath it. I’ll try and come up with plans on the way,” Matteo said.

While they walked through the city, Ilaria and Medjay slowed down and pulled Matteo back with them.

Medjay quietly said, “Ilaria and I talked about many things last night.”

“And we wanted to apologize to you,” Ilaria said.
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“Apologize? Why?” Matteo said.

“We realized that we both really like you. A lot,” Ilaria blushed. “But not in an entirely healthy way. You saved both of our lives, and I think we both developed an unhealthy obsession.”

“The mind healers call it transference. The rush of emotions, the joy of extended life transfers to the one who saved them,” Medjay said.

“We both have a bit of that. There’s only one cure,” Ilaria said.

“What’s that?” Matteo said.

“We get to know the real you. We take the time to learn more about you, who you really are, by spending lots of one-on-one time together,” Ilaria said.

“It would also be an opportunity for you to decide if you really like us,” Medjay added. “We can tell you are interested in both of us, but nervous at the same time.”

“So, you want to cure yourself of your infatuation by going on dates?” Matteo said. “Not sure if now is the right time. Maybe when things calm down.”

Ilaria chuckled, “I don’t know if you’ve noticed it, Matteo, but your life hasn’t been calm in a long time. With the way things are going, I doubt calm won’t come for you until you’re an old man.”

“We’ve decided that we must insist. Please take us on dates,” Medjay said, her voice dipping at the end.

Matteo looked at both of them while he considered his reply. This was so weird. Why they thought this was a good idea was beyond him. He could tell Ilaria was excited and a little nervous. Medjay was excited and a lot nervous.

They made it hard to say no and easy to say yes. The main reason he had tried to prevent this was so there was no friction in the squad. He did actually like both of them. If he went with their plan, there would be no friction and less stress. It would still be a bad idea, but the matters of the heart are often unwise.

“I think I would like that. You are right, I do like you both. You are kind and thoughtful, exciting and fun. Let's do it. It’s kind of crazy, but everything we have been doing is crazy. Let’s go on alternating dates. If at any point, any of us decides it isn’t for us, we stop dating and promise to work together to finish the plan. Deal?” Matteo said. He felt a weight lifting as he said that. This is what he wanted to do all along. He just hadn’t let himself feel. Now he felt light and free.

They both cheered and jumped forward to hug him. He gave them both a kiss on the lips. Chiara and Ashif looked back at them in shock. Matteo disentangled himself and shrugged.

“Don’t look at me. It’s these two weirdoes that want to date me. It’s like they’ve forgotten that there are way better guys out there,” Matteo said to their confused looks.

Ilaria laughed and smacked his shoulder. Medjay smiled and said, “Actually, I have excellent taste in men. We are just lucky you don’t realize your own worth.”

Matteo shrugged, and they started walking again. He had a silly grin on his face that didn't fade as they walked through the city. It didn’t take them long to spot the tree in the distance. It was enormous, towering over the city. If it wasn’t for the founder buildings in the way, you could see the tree from anywhere in the city.

The divine tree was planted in the middle of a large park. Rolling hills were covered with grass and well-manicured bushes and trees studded the landscape. The park was full of people. Some were on a walk through nature, but most were exercising or sparring. This city took their fitness seriously.

Matteo was glad he wouldn’t have to put that much effort into staying fit. With a constitution of thirty-four, he basically couldn’t get fat. His strength stat didn't make his muscles too big, but it was enough to make him look good. He wouldn’t have to work out for the rest of his life and he would still be fit and healthy.

They walked closer to the tree and saw that it had security. There was a wrought-iron fence in a wide circle around the trunk. Matteo could see magic shimmering between the rungs. There were a few workers in the branches, cutting off some of the divine wood. Dozens of soldiers stood in a ring around the tree.

There were other workers walking along the outer branches of the tree, plucking fruits. Matteo noticed the apples and wondered if they could heal like the apples grown on a kaiju’s back. They weren’t the only fruits on the tree, though. There were dozens of different kinds. Oranges, pears, cherries, plumbs, apricots, and more. Judging by the magic glow around them, Matteo imagined every type of fruit had a different effect.

They stopped walking a few hundred feet away. No one was getting close to the tree without attracting the attention of a platoon of soldiers. Thankfully, that wasn’t their goal today. They didn’t need to get to the tree; they needed to investigate what was under it.

“Let’s split up and investigate the businesses around the edge of the park. Look for stairs leading down,” Matteo said. “Start with high end buildings, places a Sister of Truth could walk into without drawing attention.”

“They are called Sisters of Violence here,” Medjay said.

“Yes, that. Fan out, check the area, but don’t get caught. We are looking for the entrance, not heading down today. Meet back at the entrance to the park in an hour,” Matteo said. Then he snapped his fingers, “Actually, before all that. Medjay, can you please duplicate us all? It will make searching much easier.”

“While I agree with your plan, I feel compelled to note that the behavior of our copies is often erratic. We can’t trust them to stick to any plan long term,” Medjay said.

Matteo nodded. “I’ve noticed that, too. I think we can get an hour’s work out of them before they go goof off for the next few hours. Let’s go.”

They found a large clothing store nearby, and Medjay copied them one at a time. The copies spread out along the northern edge of the park, and the originals on the southern.

Matteo wandered in and out of several apartment buildings, a hair salon, a dojo, and a café, but none of them had stairs leading downward. They didn’t have any security, another mark against them.

An hour later, they all found themselves gathered again in the park. They sat down in the grass, hidden behind bushes. The ten of them would be quite a sight if anyone saw them talking in public. Five sets of twins would be memorable.

“Please tell me someone found something useful. I came up empty,” Matteo said.

“I found something,” Kate, Medjay’s copy, said.

“Me too,” Chiara and her copy said, in eerie synchronicity.

Matteo’s eyes went wide, and then he smiled. “That’s good, three hits. Let’s start with Kate.”

“It’s pretty simple. There’s a small temple on the northwestern side of the park. It’s got priests and junk. I watched it for a while, but I didn’t go inside. I was pretty sure the temple was empty, but a Sister of Violence came out of it. I bet they have a tunnel inside.”

“Excellent. That’s one location. Chiara’s copy. You are next. Do you have a name you want to use?” Matteo said.

“No, Chiara’s copy is fine. I saw a café that was very rude to customers. The few customers they got left right away. And if that wasn’t suspicious enough, all the servers were armed,” she said.

Matteo waffled his hand back and forth. “That is suspicious. Not sure if it’s what we are looking for, though. Sounds more like organized crime using the spot as a cover.”

Chiara shook her head, “No, I think she’s right. I saw something very similar on the southern side of the park. This one was an apothecary. No matter what the customer asked for, they were always out. The two attendants were also armed. Just before I came here, I saw a Sister enter the shop. I didn’t stay to see if she came back out, but I think we can agree Sisters wouldn’t be buying from a middle class apothecary.”

“Interesting. So, the temple is probably the main access to the divine spell form, and the other two are new. Otherwise, they would have better covers set up. The only question is why would they open up new tunnels now?” Matteo said.

Ashif’s copy lay back in the grass. “Does it matter? It’s a path down there. You lot should just pick one and head down there.”

Kate nodded along, but Echo shook his head. “I think it does matter. I bet it’s their response to the threat we pose. Instead of adding guards to the temple, they built new tunnels so they could have bound guards respond to a threat quickly.”

Matteo snapped his fingers and said, “Yes. That’s it. The temple is a trap now. That entrance is probably blocked off and the new entrances are in the shops.”

Ilaria tapped him on the bicep and said, “Exactly. They must have been worried about information leaking from the old guards. Maybe one of them has ties to revolutionaries or something.”

“Do they even have revolutionaries here?” Ilaria’s copy said.

Ashif nodded and said, “They do. They are called the Feather. Like Ma’at’s feather. I overheard someone complaining about them and the increased security as a result of their attacks.”

“We might want to reach out to them and work together. If we destroy the Isfet spell form, they’ll get exactly what they want,” Matteo said. He clapped his hands. “All right. That’s one thing on the list. What else have we learned today? Anything we need to know?”

“Matteo, Echo is lecherous,” Kate said. “He obviously got it from you. I don’t know if I want Medjay hanging around you anymore.”

“It was just a suggestion,” Echo said. “You don’t have to make it a whole thing.”

Kate scoffed and turned away. Matteo could see from her little smile that she was teasing Echo.

“I can tell you copies are getting antsy. This planning must sound boring since you won’t be involved in the action. Go on and head out. Spend your time however you want,” Matteo said.

The duplicates left and the remaining five continued the discussion. The group talked for another half hour, going over details of what they saw. Eventually, the conversation wound down.

“What do you think the next steps should be, boss?” Ashif said. “Do we hit them tonight or gather more information first?”

“We will want to get this done before the Sisters of Violence find us. But the fact that we have already seen three of them in town means that they must have all returned. We no longer have the advantage. From here on out, we need to be careful, no unnecessary risks,” Matteo said.

He tapped his chin as he thought for a bit. Then Matteo separated them and gave out instructions the others couldn't hear. “Ashif, I’m gonna give you six crowns. Head out to the enchanters, try to buy as many inscribed weapons as you can. Go for quantity over quality. While you are at it, buy a bunch of shields, enough to keep yourself busy enchanting for a day.”

“Ilaria, I am putting you on underground duty. Pretend you are with the government and want another tunnel dug.”

“Chiara, I’m sending you to try and contact the Feather. I’ll give you a few crowns to help speed things up. I know it’ll be hard, but if anyone can do it, you can.”

"Medjay, I want you to be Chiara's back up. I know we are supposed to be doing different cells, but she's doing dangerous work and I don't want to leave her alone."

They spread out, each going their own ways. Matteo had his own plans for the day. First thing was to talk to the head gardener for the park. After that, he would scout out some possible locations for dates with Ilaria and Medjay. Then he was going to set up a distraction for the Sisters of Violence. He had an idea that he knew they would absolutely hate.


Book 3 Chapter 17: Elemental Shuffle

“Here’s five slivers. Go in there and say what I told you. Act like you want to know why this is happening,” Matteo said, as he handed the kid a small handful of money.

The young boy smiled and saluted him before dashing into the temple. Matteo was paying the kid to spread word about the changes to the artifacts. Both that there were fewer now, and they held strange magics.

Matteo was quick to walk away, not wanting to hang around for the mendicant to figure out someone had put the kid up to this. Then he walked to the next temple. This was the fourth visit he had made this afternoon.

His plan formed when he found out that Thatcham believed Ma’at was the bad goddess. They taught that Isfet sent challenges in the form of monsters, and aid in the form of artifacts. She wanted them to grow in strength and power. Apparently, they thought Ma’at was a jealous sister and wanted to keep humanity down.

Matteo knew that the changes to the artifacts were his fault, but they didn’t. His plan was to spread religious confusion and fervor. Not just within temples, but throughout the city. Everyone would be concerned about the changes by the end of the day. It would only take a small spark after that to set things off. When he was ready, he would strike the flint.

There was no unrest quite like religious unrest.

When his two crowns were all spent spreading rumors, Matteo decided to sell the rest of his artifacts. He had kept the three high-level artifacts for a while; it was finally time to make the most out of them.

He had bought a new outfit in preparation for this shopping trip. He was heading up to the expensive artifact shops controlled by the guilds and needed to look the part. He chose the spice guild, assuming they would pay the most. They certainly seemed like the richest guild. Growers were always well off because of the limited farmland. Spice farmers were the richest of the rich.

Like all guilds in the city, their complex was walled off from the rest of the city. It took up an entire city block with gilded buildings hidden behind stained glass walls. You could see the riches beyond, but not clearly.

The glass walls wouldn’t keep anyone out. That was the job of the bound patrolling them. They held their artifacts out, displaying their status. They scowled at everyone walking by on their business.

Matteo was stopped at the gate.

“This is the sovereign land of the spice guild. Only members may enter,” the guard said.

Having expected that, Matteo countered, saying, “I have business with the guild. May I have a temporary pass, please?”

The man looked him up and down and then grunted. He handed Matteo a clay disc with a ribbon on it. “Wear this around your neck. Stick to the green areas. Be out before sunset.”

Matteo nodded to the guard with respect and walked inside. The ground was paved in green stone. There were more than a dozen buildings within the complex, each trying to be more ostentatious than its neighbor. Gold gilt wood competed with kaiju scale roofs. Crystal windows revealed monster skin furniture.

He made his way through the complex, making sure to stay in the areas with green stone paving. Eventually, he found the right store. It sold artifacts, gem encrusted jewelry, and enchanted tools. It was smaller than he expected, but he thought it would serve his purposes.

“Welcome, honored guest. How may I serve the visitor to my fine establishment?” the proprietor said. She was decked out in jewelry and enchanted clothing.

“I have a high level artifact I was considering selling,” Matteo said.

He pulled out the yellow magic artifact and placed it on the counter. It was the last artifact he was willing to give up easily. The other two artifacts were red and green, both ones he could use to level himself up. They represented a massive increase of personal power that he wasn’t sure he could give up. Not yet anyway.

“As you can see, this is an artifact well worth your time,” Matteo said.

She shrugged and said, “Perhaps. That remains to be seen.”

She reached down to pick up the artifact, but Matteo snatched it up first. He tapped the spade on his chin and said, “Actually, it occurs to me you might not know the value of an artifact of this caliber. Particularly with recent changes in the market.”

She scoffed and said, “Artifacts are getting rarer? That’s hardly a secret. Even my grandmother knows that.”

Matteo shrugged and set it back down. It was nice to know his rumor mongering had been effective. She examined the artifact using an enchanted window pane. As she held it over the artifact, words appeared on the glass.

	Torrent Trowel
Yellow Magic
Level 54



“Torrent Trowel?” She said and set the window pane down. “Not sure how useful that would be.”

Matteo raised an eyebrow. “Really? You don’t think a farming implement related to water would be useful for a guild that grows things? Maybe I should just go visit your sister guild. They might have more appreciation for a Torrent Trowel.”

She scoffed. “Those dirt grubbers? You would be lucky to get a third of what I can give you.”

“Which is what, exactly?” Matteo said, starting the negotiation. He wanted to get this done quickly. He had plans.

Despite his desire to move things along, the haggling took a while. The proprietor wanted to wring every sliver out of him, and Matteo wasn’t willing to let it go for less than what it was worth. Eventually, they settled on twenty-eight crowns and an item from her store. Matteo picked the enchanted bracelet he had been eyeing and left to go arrange things.

...

Matteo was fully aware this was a terrible idea. The Sisters of Violence were looking for him in their home city. With a name like that, it was clear what they would do if they caught him. What he should be doing is hiding every moment he wasn’t working towards his plan. He should be scared to show his face. Instead, he was out and about on an entirely unnecessary task. As he walked, he reframed that thought. It was unrelated to his plan to destroy the divine spell form, but that didn’t actually mean it was unnecessary. It was very important for his personal life.

He was walking hand in hand with Ilaria through the flower market. This was their first official date. The sun had just set, and the market was full of night flowers with intriguing colors and captivating scents. There were dozens of stalls lined up in the market square, each one covered with the market's signature purple awning.

The only reason he felt comfortable going on this date in the first place was the bracelet he bought earlier. It had a disguise enchantment on it. Anyone that looked at him while he wore it would think he belonged there. If he was in a rich part of town, his clothing would look nice, and if he was in a poor part of town, his clothing would appear ratty and stained. The bonus was that it disguised his skin as well. No one knew he had two metal arms and a mechanical eye. The enchantment covered Ilaria as well, as long as she was touching him.

They had started the date by walking through a kitchen of a fancy restaurant. Matteo said it was to test the bracelet, but really he wanted to snag a treat on the way through. The line cooks noticed the two new people in their kitchen, but assumed they were new employees since they wore chef jackets. Now the pair strolled through the flower market, everyone finding them entirely unremarkable.

“This is fun,” Ilaria said. “It's so relaxing to not have to keep looking over my shoulder. I feel like a kid in a kaiju orchard, eating all the magical fruit.”

Matteo smiled and said, “I would have loved this bracelet as a kid. I probably would have gotten into so much trouble. But I would have had fun doing it.”

“Really? I can’t imagine you as a hooligan. I always pictured you as an obedient child in the kitchen with your mother,” Ilaria said.

Matteo barked out a laugh. “Close. I was in the kitchen with my dad a lot. He’s an excellent cook. Mom baked sometimes, but dad did most of the work in the kitchen. I liked helping him out.”

“I knew it. You were a good kid,” Ilaria said and gave him a one-armed hug.

“I got into trouble sometimes, but yeah, I was mostly well behaved,” Matteo said with a shrug. “What about you?”

She sighed softly. “I tried to be a good kid. My dad and I had a complicated relationship.”

“Yeah? I don’t think I know much about your dad. I talked to your mom at Edwardo’s wake. She seems nice,” Matteo said.

“She’s the best. Kind, loving, and funny. Everything my dad isn’t,” she said.

“Oof. That bad huh?” he replied.

“No, that’s just the thing. He wasn’t bad at all. He tried his best to be a good dad, he just couldn’t figure out how to get it right. He’s always had a hard time with people and feelings. That kind of stuff confuses him. He sees the world in blacks and whites and the blues and reds of emotions are invisible to him,” she said as she trailed her fingers through a stand of flowers.

“That must have been tough, living with him,” he said and put an arm around her shoulder.

“It was, and it wasn’t. Both of us love each other, and if I asked for anything, he would give it to me. But he would never do anything I didn’t ask for. When he saw me crying on the floor, he wouldn’t rush up to comfort me. Not even when kids were bullying me,” she said. Her breath caught at the end, the memory difficult to deal with.

Matteo pulled her into a hug and kissed her forehead. Ilaria shivered and held him tighter. After a bit, she looked up at him with tears in her eyes. She wiped her face and said, “Thanks.”

“I’ll be there for you, no worries,” he said. “Do you want to see what I have planned next?”

“Yes, let’s get out of here,” she said brightly, trying to lighten the mood.

He led her a few more blocks to the western wall of the city. They walked up to one of the towers in the wall and Matteo handed an attendant a pair of tickets. He had bought them earlier in the day when he was still out spreading rumors.

“What are we going to do?” Ilaria said.

“You’ll see,” Matteo said with a smile. He hoped this was as romantic as they said it was.

They reached the top floor of the tower and kept going, all the way up to the roof. On the top of the tower sat a large open area. A handful of comfortable couches were placed all around the platform. There was an attendant near the stairs who predictably ignored them. Matteo led Ilaria to one of the couches in the middle and sat down with her.

“What makes this tower special is that they set up light enchantments all around the edge,” Matteo said and pointed them out to her as he draped his arm around her shoulders. “They dampen the light pollution from the city below. That way, we can enjoy the view above.”

The night sky above them was bright and beautiful. Stars danced and twinkled, showing off all of their glory. The first moon had just set and the second wouldn’t rise for another few hours. Ilaria gasped in surprise and leaned back to see the whole sky. Matteo leaned back with her and pulled out his pen.

With a flourish, he cast one of the runes he hardly ever used anymore. The magnify rune. It brought the night sky closer and gave them a view of the sky that no one else had. He slowly moved the magnify spell around so they could get a closeup view of the distant stars.

“They say the stars are the souls of those that have passed before,” Ilaria said. “The better you lived your life, the brighter the star. I think your star will be very bright indeed.”

Matteo said, “If it is, I am sure your star will be bright, too. I wonder if we get to choose where we go in the sky once we get past the River Styx.”

“I hope so. I would love to spend eternity twinkling next to you and family,” she said.

“Oh, ho, ho. Already planning eternity with me?” he asked.

“Ah, just shut up and kiss me.”

He did just that. They sat there together, kissing and talking, until the second moon came out. It was beautiful in its own way, but they decided to call it a night then. Matteo glanced south, towards Carcassonne. He was happy to see there was no army heading their way. A second glance into the city revealed something unexpected. A collection of torches lit up a crowd fighting in the streets. Screams and shouts could be heard from here.

It was a riot.

It was too soon. Matteo wasn’t ready. This riot was supposed to happen later, when they made the move on the divine spell form. It would be the perfect cover for their attack, hopefully drawing away soldiers and guards. He had intentionally not done anything that might trigger this level of unrest, but obviously, the city wasn’t under his control. Fire was spreading and so was the riot.

He had no doubt it would be ruthlessly crushed before the night was over. The Sisters would use the riot as an excuse to declare martial law. That would make it easier for them and harder for him and his squad. He had to decide now if he was going to go with a half-baked plan now, or wait until everything got much harder. He swore in frustration.


Book 3 Chapter 18: A Good Plan Violently Executed

“Please tell me you have some good news. I could use a bit right now,” Matteo said as he rubbed his face.

“No good news from me, sorry,” Chiara said and pointed to her leg. “The Feather met me alone, like we agreed on. But they were convinced I was a government plant. I had to fight my way out of there. If Medjay hadn’t been there to back me up, they would have caught or killed me. Still managed to hurt my leg though. I won’t be able to run on it until tomorrow at the earliest.”

“I purchased her a healing potion,” Medjay said. “It clearly didn’t heal her completely, but the apothecary said a second potion would be wasted. Time will complete the work the potion started. I purchased additional vials should they be needed on our mission.” She handed out a single healing potion to everyone.

Matteo nodded his thanks. He was so relieved he had assigned her to backup duty. And even more relieved that Medjay was so competent.

“I have a spot of good news,” Ashif said. “The crowns you gave me went a long way, and I managed to buy several enchanted weapons. I got a fire lance, an acid crossbow, a dozen tangles, and an impact great sword.”

“That is some good news. We might be able to pull this off with a bit of extra help,” Matteo said. “On the way here, I saw a Sister of Violence fly over to deal with the riot. So they are at least a little distracted right now. We could attack now, but should we risk it? I am just making this up as we go. If we took more time to plan, I could come up with a much safer plan. Should we hide for a few weeks and try again later?”

Medjay shook her head and said, “Then the opportunity would be lost. One of my instructors once said, ‘A good plan violently executed now is better than a perfect plan executed next week.’ I say we go tonight.”

Ashif shook his head. “We aren’t in that big of a hurry. Give me about a week and I might be able to copy some of these enchanted weapons. Then we will be much better set for an assault once we are properly armed. As it is, we only have one enchanted shield.”

“If we wait, we are guaranteed to be up against the Sisters of two countries. That is a frightening prospect. We need to attack now while they are distracted,” Ilaria said.

Matteo turned to Chiara to get her opinion. She shrugged and pointed to her leg. If they waited, she would heal.

“What we need is a little extra something to swing the odds in our favor,” Matteo said. “What are the chances the mercenary guild would still be open at this hour?”

...

“I haven’t known you long,” Ashif whispered to Matteo. “But I’ve heard about your previous exploits. This plan is, by far, my favorite.”

Matteo had to fight not to laugh. Of course Ashif would like this plan. His part was the safest. Not that he begrudged him the feeling. After all, Matteo was hiding in the bushes alongside the portly man.

They were concealed near Isfet’s tree. The massive tree stood about a hundred yards away, guarded by a dozen soldiers. It was in the middle of the night by now and several of the enlisted looked like they were attempting to sleep standing up. They would be wide awake soon enough.

The night air was still and quiet. Matteo kept an eye out, but so far, nothing was happening. He palmed his golem core with one hand and fiddled with his rune pen with the other. The waiting was the worst part. He had given everyone their parts, passed out the weapons and money, and now he had to wait.

The second moon cast its baleful eye down on them as nothing continued to happen. They said the second moon belonged to Echidna. Her domain was strictly kaiju related. She wouldn’t find anything interesting in the goings on tonight.

He would be entering her domain after tonight, assuming everything went well. Once the Isfet spell form was destroyed, they would head out to destroy the Echidna spell form in Ceto. He wondered what Ceto was like.

Echidna was an interesting goddess. Unlike the justice and balance that came with Ma’at or the evil and chaos that came with Isfet, Echidna was more neutral. Her kaiju offered an oasis, an escape from the monsters of the surface. On the other hand, wild kaiju were also the bane of civilization. They destroyed most founder buildings and cities, and routinely demolished mining cities today.

His musings were interrupted by a faint shout. On the other side of the park, a commotion started up. He couldn’t see it from here, but he knew what was going on. He had hired seven mercenaries to raid the temple of Isfet on the corner.

At this time of night, the temple should be empty. The fact that they heard fighting meant that Matteo’s assumption had been correct. There must be an entrance leading down to the divine spell form. An entrance guarded by artifact bound. As the sounds of fighting continued, four of the guards around the tree peeled off and went to support their compatriots.

Matteo chuckled when he imagined what was happening there. He had sent one of the attackers with his super-armor rune-word. The powerful armor would deflect almost any attack imaginable. The guards would be tied up for a long time.

He signaled for another attack, this time focused on the suspected entrance on the northern edge of the park. The café with the suspiciously armed servers should also be empty this time of night. Seven mercenaries slipped into the café and the sounds of fighting showed that there were guards there, too.

Matteo hadn’t been able to hire fourteen mercenaries, not at the last minute and this late at night. Thankfully, Medjay’s artifact bolstered their numbers. The first seven mercenaries that hit the temple were all copies. The ones hitting the café were the originals.

Four more guards left the tree to address this new disturbance. Once they were away, Matteo signaled to Echo to start his attack. Five copies burst into the apothecary, wielding the enchanted weapons Ashif had bought. Chiara’s terror wasps flew in behind them. Her injured leg meant that she couldn’t come with Matteo for the real mission.

Matteo got out a sheet of paper and placed it on the grass at his feet. That thing had been way too hard to get. The bribe to the gardener wasn’t expensive. But convincing him that he needed a piece of paper that said he owned a small section of the park was almost impossible. In the end, the gardener was convinced he was crazy, but took his money anyway.

The elemental golem core went on top of the ownership paper. Matteo stepped back and mentally activated it. A section of dirt eight feet wide and twenty feet tall was sucked into the core. A dirt golem crawled out of the hole and stood there waiting for instructions. It was an ugly thing, dirt and grass combining into a lumbering form.

“Quietly kill those four,” Matteo said, pointing at the guards that were already heading this way.

Matteo motioned to Ashif, and he threw up a wall. It was protection in case the guards destroyed the golem. Ilaria ran up to them as he was preparing to jump in. Medjay was close behind her. They had been the support for the three attacks, ready to jump in if any of them got overwhelmed too quickly. The fact that they were here now meant that their help wasn’t needed.

Excellent. That meant they could attack with full force. Matteo nodded to them and jumped down the hole. He fell down until he hit bedrock. Underneath this should be the divine spell form. Instead of going through the guarded entrances to the chamber, he was planning on coming in through the ceiling.

He quickly traced out and cast a force sword. The impossibly thin line of force was perfect for cutting through stone like this. He carefully sliced off layer after layer of stone, digging down towards the chamber. After four feet, his sword ran into something it couldn’t cut. He swung it harder, but that only shattered the spell.

Matteo brushed away the stone and examined the spot. It looked identical to the rock he had just cut away. However, it did glow faintly. It was enchanted. There was no way he would be able to cut through the stone ceiling.

“Ashif! Get down here,” Matteo whisper-yelled.

Ashif was quick to respond, only stumbling a little as he landed. Matteo pointed down to the section of stone he had just uncovered. “They enchanted the ceiling, probably to prevent exactly what we want to do. Can you disrupt the runes enough for us to get through?”

“I doubt it. They probably used the same bulwark runes they use on the city walls. That configuration is designed to stop full grown kaiju,” Ashif said and shrugged.

Matteo put his hand on his shoulder and said, “My friend. This is our one and only chance to rid the world of the plague of monsters. Can you try a little harder?”

Ashif shrugged off the hand and stepped back, looking offended. He said, “Hey! I am trying here. I’m the one that said we needed more time ... oh wait. I think I can do it. If we reroute the reinforcement pulses and time them to hit each other with destructive interference...”

He continued muttering to himself for a bit and then said, “I’ll need a chunk of crystallium. It’s the only way I can get through. Even then, it will only open up a small hole. We won’t be able to fit inside.”

“That will have to be enough. I take it you don’t have any crystallium shards on you?”

“No, well yes, I have a shard on me. But I need more.”

“Where can we get more?”

“Nowhere nearby, that’s for sure. The enchanter’s guild controls all the crystallium that enters the city. You can only buy it from them in overpriced shards or as part of a finished tool,” Ashif said. He snapped his fingers. “The weapons. I need at least three enchanted weapons.”

Matteo turned and called up the hole, “Medjay, Ilaria. I need you to go get the enchanted weapons our copies are using. We need the crystallium. Ilaria, you stay with them to counteract the lost firepower. Go!”

The women dashed off. Matteo worked to clear off the unenchanted stone so Ashif would have a better chance of success. Moments later, Medjay returned and dropped the weapons down the hole. She yelled out that his golem needed help and disappeared.

“Quick, unscrew the pommel and pull out the crystallium. Then give me your pen,” Ashif said.

Matteo did as he asked and handed him everything. Ashif fed one shard of crystallium after another into the pen until the tip was glowing brightly. He knelt down on the stone and started tracing out runes. They didn’t look anything like the runes Matteo knew.

As he was working, Ashif said, “You know, the only reason this is possible is because your pen is an artifact. A regular rune scribe pen would have exploded by now.”

“I’m pretty sure you are the reason this is possible. Don’t sell yourself short,” Matteo said.

Two agonizingly long minutes later, Ashif sat up and said, “It’s done. Cut through, right there.”

Matteo took his pen back and shot a waterjet straight down. The summoned water splashed them both, but it was a cheap spell. He wanted to save his mana for later. They hadn’t even started their real attack yet.

The sound changed, letting Matteo know he had broken through. He cut off the spell, seeing that he had cut through four feet of stone. Ashif glanced down the hole and then slumped to the side.

Matteo caught him and checked him for injuries. It was only after he saw Ashif was unhurt that he realized what had happened. He had seen the divine spell form. It must have overwhelmed him, just like the last time they had seen a spell form. Man was not meant to comprehend the divine.

The only reason they had managed to destroy the Ma’at spell form was the fact that Medjay wasn’t as affected as humans were. Matteo shouted for her help, but she didn’t respond. Those guards must be bound to be taking the attention of a golem and an automaton.

Matteo would have to attempt this on his own. He closed his flesh and blood eye and looked through the hole with his mechanical eye. Divine mandalas hovered in the air, overlapping each other in dimensions he couldn’t comprehend. The sight hit him like a sledgehammer and a migraine immediately started up.

Despite the pain, he wasn’t fully overwhelmed. He located the keystone, the runed stone keeping the spell in this plane of reality. As fast as he could, he traced out an illuminate-jet and sent it spearing towards Isfet’s spell form.

A blue shield popped up, blocking his shot. Yells rang out below and three Sisters of Violence flew into view, trying to see where that attack came from. Matteo fell back out of view and put his hands to his temples.

The cool metal of his hands helped the headache subside enough so he could think. The Sisters had clearly expected his attack and set up an additional shield. The thickness of the energy shield was daunting. Even a dozen illuminate-jets wouldn’t be enough to break through. How was he going to get through it before the Sisters found a tiny hole in their ceiling?

Clearly, the answer was a rune word. The only question was which one? His strongest rune word was oil-fireball-wind-magnify, which would create an epic explosion. It would be sure to destroy everything in the cavern below him. The only problem was it might be too powerful and destroy him as well.

The other option was illuminate-magnify-crystal. It would create an enormous crystal spear that shot forward and should have enough power to break through the shield. The key word was should. He had never seen that particular shield before. He didn’t know if the crystal spear would be strong enough.

Either option would take most of his remaining mana. He only had one shot at this.


Book 3 Chapter 19: Fluid Dynamics

In the end, it was the monsters that made up his mind.

The divine spell below him was the one left by Isfet, the goddess of chaos and monsters. Once it was destroyed, the monster problem all over the world would be eliminated. The monsters wouldn’t spawn nearly as much as before. There would still be some monsters. The Echidna spell form would pick up the slack, but it would be much easier for Rangers to handle.

If he killed himself by using a too powerful rune word on the chamber below, it would be ok. The world would be a better place for it. Ideally, he wouldn’t die at all. He wanted to still destroy the final spell form and free the world from the tyranny of the Sisters and the goddesses.

As quickly as he could, Matteo traced out oil-fireball-wind-magnify. It was a massive rune word, only leaving him with seven points of mana left in his pool. As he finished tracing it out, Ashif roused himself. He had finally overcome the effects of looking directly at the divine spell form.

Matteo placed a metal hand across the hole in the stone. He didn’t want Ashif to faint again. He turned and said, “I’m going to use my biggest rune word to blow things up down there. As soon as I cast the spell, I need you to create a wall to cover the hole. It needs to be on the other side of the rock. Can you do that?”

“Wha... Yeah. I can do that,” Ashif said.

It looked like Ashif was still a little out of it. Matteo would love to wait until he was fully recovered, but they couldn’t wait. It was only a matter of time before the Sisters discovered the hole in the ceiling or overpowered the groups attacking the entrances. Then it would be all over.

Matteo counted down and then loosed his enormous fireball spell. It screamed through the air, growing bigger and bigger. One of the Sisters was hovering nearby and instantly turned to head towards the hole. Her furious face came into view and then was cut off by a wall.

A full second later, the spell detonated. The deep thump of the explosion rose up to meet them, rattling their brains. The bedrock jumped and lifted up, thousands of tons of stone moving all at once. The roar of fireball didn’t escape through the tiny hole in front of him. It found other exits. The surrounding dirt rattled and fell in clumps, raining down on them. Matteo jumped over Ashif and shielded him from the avalanche.

The dirt covered them, pressing down and holding them in place. Matteo tried to dig himself out, but found he couldn’t move. His strength was at twenty-six, but they were a full twenty feet below ground. There was just too much dirt piling on them, and he didn’t have enough leverage. The best he could do was clear a little space around his and Ashif’s head.

“Use your walls,” Matteo grunted out.

“I am,” Ashif grunted back.

The dirt above them rattled, and the pressure lifted. Matteo was finally able to break free. He looked up to see a slowly moving wall pushing the dirt up and away. The two of them climbed up out of the dirt, clawing their way up like ghouls.

The scene that greeted them when they arrived topside was grim. It was pure devastation. The cavern had cracked and created a canyon in the park. Isfet’s tree was listing to the side, about to topple onto a nearby neighborhood. There were four fires shooting up into the sky. It looked like each one was centered above one of the entrances to the cavern below. They must have missed the fourth one when they were scouting things out.

Matteo stumbled over to where he sensed his golem core. After he had it in hand, he saw Medjay. She was stumbling along and holding her head. He rushed up to her and helped steady her.

“Are you ok?”

“I’m fiiine. That damn artifact. Messed wif my hed. My hed. Heaad,” Medjay slurred.

Matteo helped her walk towards the rest of the squad as he said, “Sounds like you are drunk.”

“Psssh, no. I’m fine. I’m good. Goooood,” she said and giggled.

Matteo chuckled, less worried about her now. One of the guards must have a beer artifact or something like that. Ashif met up with them and they made their way towards the southern edge of the park. Medjay started to recover slowly as they walked to the spot Chiara had holed up in. They had hidden her in some bushes because of her injured leg.

She wasn’t there. The night revealed nothing but still bushes and the sound of crackling fires in the distance. Matteo swore and sat Medjay down.

“Where’s Chiara?” Ashif asked.

“Dunno. Watch Medjay,” Matteo said and dashed off without waiting for a reply.

His first instinct was that she had been taken. He mentally yelled at himself, he never should have left Chiara alone. His second thought was that she had left on her own. Maybe she was selling them out to the Sisters again, somehow convinced that Ma’at had changed her mind.

He decided to meet up with Ilaria so they could compare notes. He headed south to the flaming entrance there. The squad’s copies were assigned to fight there and were probably disintegrated by now. Only as he ran closer and saw the destroyed building did he realize that Ilaria might have gotten hurt, too.

He sprinted as fast as he could, arriving at the flaming wreckage an instant later. It had been a two story wooden building, but not anymore. The back half of the building had been vaporized, only leaving a smoking crater. The two buildings on either side were on fire, flames licking high into the sky. The front half of the building had collapsed, falling into the street and park.

Matteo found Chiara there, hobbling around, trying to move the wreckage. She saw him run up and a terror wasp popped out of her artifact.

When she saw it was him, she shouted, “Help me move this! I think she’s under here.”

He ran forward and started tossing boards and beams out of the way. The building’s construction had been solid. Each section of wood was heavy enough to give Matteo a challenge. Desperation and a high strength stat were enough for him to ignore that and toss debris out of the way.

“There! I see her hand,” Chiara shouted and pointed.

Matteo redirected his efforts. Ilaria was prone on the street, unmoving, as he tossed the wreckage off her. She was bleeding from a wound on her head and her right arm had been broken in several places. Her legs seemed fine, but her torso armor was leaking blood at an alarming rate. Matteo’s work removing the beams must have released the pressure keeping her from bleeding out.

Despite the fact she wasn’t moving, Matteo assumed she wasn’t dead. The health potion on her waist had been shattered along with her pelvis, but that meant the magic brew must have had a chance to heal her a bit. Matteo pulled out his own potion, grateful it hadn’t broken when he had gotten buried.

He poured half of it across the crack in her skull and then tilted her head to pour the rest of it into her mouth. He ignored the fact that she didn’t reflexively swallow and some of it poured right out.

He flung out his hand behind himself and said, “Give me your potion.”

“Matteo, she isn’t moving,” Chiara said softly.

“Now!” he yelled as he whipped his head back.

She flinched back. She sadly shook her head, but pulled out the potion anyway. Matteo snatched it out of her hand and popped the cork. Ilaria wasn’t going to die. He wouldn’t let her. With his metal fingers and desperate strength, he popped the straps off her armor and pulled her chestplate off. Her chest seemed mostly intact, which was good. It meant her heart could still be beating.

He poured more of the healing potion over her skull, dribbling it along to make it count. Then he tore her gambeson open and poured the rest along her torso. He saw the magic take effect, slowing the bleeding here and there. That meant she was still alive. There was still hope.

He didn’t have enough potion to get to her arm or pelvis, and she was still losing a lot of blood. Matteo turned to Chiara and said, “Put pressure on her faulds. We need to stop the bleeding. I’ll be back.”

Matteo could tell she thought the effort was wasted, but she moved to comply, anyway. He hopped up and dashed away, spraying dust and dirt behind him. It didn’t take long to get back to Ashif and Medjay. She was still holding her head and Ashif was keeping watch.

Matteo slid to a stop, digging furrows in the grass. He yanked the potions from their waists and yelled, “Come on!”

He was gone before they realized what he had done. He had to just hope they would follow him. He wouldn’t be able to keep watch for the Sisters, he was going to focus on keeping Ilaria alive. An instant later, he was at Ilaria’s side again. He pulled out one of the stoppers with his teeth and started pouring it over her unmoving body again.

These two potions were the last of what he had to work with. He needed to make them count. The first he used on her arm and pelvis, moving her faulds out of the way, and then pushing it back into place. He hesitated with the last potion.

Ideally, this would all go down her throat. Her internal injuries were bound to be the worst. She hadn’t moved yet, so he wasn’t sure if she would swallow.

Medjay and Ashif ran up while he was considering. Medjay was steady now. The effects of that beer artifact must have worn off. Ashif took in the scene and slowed down, panic on his face. Medjay rushed up and joined Matteo on the ground on the other side of Ilaria.

Medjay held up her hand in front of Matteo. “How many potions have you used on her already, Matteo?”

“Three so far. I think I can get this last one down her throat if you help me. She isn’t swallowing, but I think we can make it work,” Matteo said.

“Stop. That might kill her. The alchemist said if you use too many at once, it builds up toxins. That’s why we didn’t give Chiara a second potion to fully heal her leg,” Medjay said, her hand on his.

“Are you sure? She has internal bleeding. We need to get some of the potion in there,” Matteo said.

“I’m sure. The alchemist said two potions in a day is dangerous. His potions aren’t the highest quality,” Medjay said. “Put away the potion. We can use it later. Right now, we need to bandage her up and get out of here.”

Matteo nodded, glad that she wasn’t trying to convince him that Ilaria wasn’t going to survive. She took off her cloak and tore it up. They worked together to bandage up Ilaria. By the time they were done, Ashif had found a long flat piece of debris. They slid it under Ilaria and used it as a stretcher.

While they worked, the scene around them had changed. The fires around the park had spread to the buildings nearby. Isfet’s enormous tree had leaned farther, but stabilized. The neighborhood behind it was no longer in danger of being destroyed. Wardens had arrived in the northern part of the park. One was using a water artifact to combat the fire, and a few others were helping that effort. Others were evacuating civilians and the rest of the Wardens were heading down to the southern part of the park to do the same.

The most concerning development was the presence of six Sisters on the eastern edge of the park. They had just arrived and were standing stock still, looking around at the devastation. Matteo used his mechanical eye to get a better look. There were four Sisters of Violence, but the other two were Sisters of Truth.

One of them shouted something and pointed forward. An instant later, she flew forward, heading into the new canyon in the park. As she flew into the crevasse, the other Sisters started racing after her.

“Sisters are here. We need to go now before they see us,” Matteo said.

Medjay and Matteo picked up the impromptu stretcher, and Ashif helped Chiara hobble along. They headed straight south, through the alleyways of burning buildings. They got a few blocks south before Ashif spoke up.

“Where are we going?”

“We can’t leave the city tonight, not like this. We need to find some place to hide and heal up,” Matteo said.

“They are going to be looking for us. Where can we hide that Wardens and Sisters won’t look for us?” Chiara asked.

“I don’t know yet. Any ideas?” Matteo replied.

No one had an answer, so they continued in silence for a few more blocks. Despite the time of night, there were some people out on the streets. Gawkers. They had heard the explosion and were watching the fire spread. A few of them looked at Matteo’s group curiously, but no one stopped them.

Matteo reluctantly decided to break into a store. It would be empty this time of night, and they could find a new place to hide in the morning. There were several problems with that plan, but at least they would be off the street.

He nervously checked Ilaria as he searched for a suitable store. She hadn’t stirred once since he found her. She had already bled through a few of her bandages. If they didn’t stop soon, they would start leaving a trail of blood.

“Over there. It’s the perfect spot,” Medjay said and pointed with her chin.

Matteo turned to look. He nodded. That would work nicely.


Book 3 Chapter 20: Farm Living

Every city had its smelly industries. Tanneries, pig farms, muckrakers. They typically put them together so the rest of the city could avoid being assaulted by the fetid smells. Thatcham was no exception. The city block in front of them housed a multistory chicken farm, a slaughterhouse, and, most importantly, a mushroom farm.

Once they arrived at the latter, Matteo said, “Chiara, do you think you can get us in without leaving a trace?”

“Oh, you think because I used to be a thief, I just carry around lock picks wherever I go?” she huffed.

“I just asked-” Matteo started.

“I mean I do. I have them right here. But the insinuation is very insulting,” Chiara said with a lopsided grin.

Matteo cracked a smile. He would have laughed if the situation wasn’t so serious. Ilaria lay dying on the board he and Medjay were carrying. Chances were, she was already dead. Matteo's mind shied away from that thought.

Medjay had picked well with the Mushroom farm. It stank a bit because the mushrooms literally grew on shit. That would ensure any Warden search would be cursory. At the same time, it didn’t stink as much as the other industries nearby. And since mushrooms grew slowly, there would be a room or two inside that no one planned on visiting for a week or two. They could hole up in here until they recovered.

The farm looked like a small single story building from the outside. Only the sign out front indicated its purpose. Inside was another story. The farm had been dug deep into the bedrock, three levels down.

Getting Ilaria down the stairs was difficult, but they made it happen. They stopped on the lowest floor and set her down. Matteo was happy to find that none of the mushrooms on this floor looked like they were ready to harvest.

Once they secured the room, Matteo did something he had been putting off. He checked Ilaria’s breathing. To his relief, she was still alive. He reverently adjusted her bandages and then collapsed against the wall. It was a waiting game now.

“Medjay. Do you have enough mana for a duplicate or two?” Matteo said. “I want to have a lookout up top.”

“I have enough for one copy that would last about two hours. Or two copies for an hour forty-five,” she said.

“Alright, copy Chiara. Her duplicate is the best behaved of all of them,” Matteo said.

A few moments later, Chiara’s copy was ready to go. Matteo told her, “Set up around a block away, somewhere you can see the mushroom farm. If it looks like someone is going to search the building, lead them away and get yourself killed. Medjay can give us a warning when she loses the link to you.”

Chiara’s copy nodded and said, “Will do. In exchange for me sacrificing my limited life, I expect you to be nicer to Chiara. She really is trying to do the right thing.”

Matteo nodded, and the copy slipped up the stairs. He turned and said, “I’m sorry if I treated you... well, I must have been mean, Chiara. I really am sorry about that.”

“It’s fine, it’s fine. I mean, you haven’t been nice. Your cold shoulder is icy. But I totally get why you did that. Anyone would be upset in the same situation. I was just trying to do the right thing, but I hurt you all,” she said without looking up.

“You betrayed us and almost got some of us killed. I don’t think I can forgive you for that. Not completely. But that doesn’t mean I think you are a terrible person. I know your heart is in the right place. You want to do the right thing, to follow Ma’at. It’s why I brought you along. We need your help. You made a mistake, but you are still a good person,” Matteo said.

Chiara smiled slightly and nodded.

Matteo lay his head back against the cold stone. He had won, destroyed the Isfet spell form, and saved countless people from future monster appearances. Tonight still felt like a failure. He had been willing to risk his overpowered explosion for himself, but he didn't put enough thought into the danger he was putting everyone else in. Ilaria might not survive the night.

They sat there quietly for the next few hours. Once Medjay’s mana ran out, Matteo took up lookout duty. He used his short sword to create a small metal golem and placed it on the roof of the building. He would periodically control the golem to look through its eyes.

The night passed quietly. There were patrols of Wardens that passed through, and a few Sisters dashed by, but they weren’t doing house to house searches. Ashif and Chiara went to sleep on the floor, borrowing some canvas bags for bedding.

With nothing else to do, Matteo inventoried the changes to his body. Ever since the Ma’at spell form had ‘blessed’ him, the transformation had been continuing nonstop. Interestingly, they hadn’t spread uniformly. His right shoulder was now metal, which translated to six extra inches of lost flesh. His left forearm was completely metal, more than a foot of progress. But his eye was unchanged. He had a metal eyelid, and that was it. He wondered if the transformation had progressed under his skin, to his brain. He shivered at the thought.

Towards the morning, Medjay insisted he get some rest. He needed to be alert in case the mushroom farmers found them down here. He reluctantly recalled his golem and fell into a fitful sleep.

When he awoke, it was to good news. Ilaria was awake. Medjay and Chiara were tending to her and quietly chatting.

Matteo went over and softly said, “You’re alive, thank Ma’at. I was so worried I had gotten you killed. I’m so sorry, so very sorry. That rune word was way too powerful. They had a mana shield around the Isfet spell form, so I had to use something big. I made a mistake though. It was too big and got you hurt.”

She reached out with her unbroken arm and patted his hand. “I’m fine now. It’s ok. You had no way of knowing this would happen.”

“It’s not ok. I should have been more careful,” Matteo said and shook his head.

“Fine. You owe me. You can pay me back by taking me on a fancy date,” Ilaria said with a weak smile. “It’s Medjay’s turn next, though. You need to take care of her first. We agreed.”

Matteo chuckled and sat back.

Ilaria was alive, but she wasn’t going anywhere soon. They needed to hide for two or three days before she could be moved. That was an optimistic timeline, but they did have another healing potion. They could use it once the toxins from the earlier ones cleared.

Ashif sat up, rubbing his neck. “So, what’s the plan? We gonna hide like mice and eat mushrooms for the next few days?”

“Pretty much. I was thinking about it last night, and our chances are best if ... shhh,” Matteo whispered. He heard someone coming.

It was the morning of the first day, and their hiding place was already in jeopardy. Matteo made a snap decision and motioned for everyone to hide. Ilaria was already laying behind a stack of mushroom trays and the other three joined her.

There were two rooms on the third sublevel and the farmer went to work in the other room first. That gave Matteo time to adjust his plan. He slipped back behind the trays and whispered to Medjay. A few moments later, Echo appeared and nodded to Matteo. His copy didn’t have his distinctive metal arms. Matteo handed Echo a pouch from his waist and settled in to hide.

Twenty minutes later, the mushroom farmer entered their room. There were sounds of a struggle and muffled yells.

“Calm down, buddy, calm down,” Echo said. “You see this slug? It’s all yours if you don’t scream and answer a few questions.”

A few moments later, a new voice said, “What do you want to know?”

“Someone stirred up the wasp nest up there. What’s going on? Who are they looking for?” Echo said.

“Haven’t you heard? The city’s under attack. Those heretics started fires all over the city and even injured Isfet’s tree. We’re under martial law now. Only essential workers are allowed to leave their apartments and no one is allowed to leave their neighborhood, no matter what.”

Echo sighed in relief and said, “Oh thank Isfet. I thought they were looking for me.”

“Why would they be looking for you?”

“Let’s just say, the Wardens and I aren’t friends,” Echo said. He snapped his fingers and said, “Tell you what. Since I can’t leave the neighborhood, I think I’ll stay here. I’ll give you another slug if you bring me a week’s worth of food and don’t tell anyone I’m down here. Once they have caught the heretics and martial law is lifted, I’ll give you an entire crown to keep quiet about me ever being here.”

“Two crowns.”

“What?”

“I’ll do it for two crowns.”

“Well, aren’t you a cheeky little bastard? For two crowns, I could just bribe the Wardens directly.”

“I’m worth it! I’ll bring you nice food and a bed and everything. I’ll even sneak you out if the lockdown goes on too long.”

“... fine. I’ll give you two crowns after you get me back to my neighborhood near the enchanting guild. I’ll stay here for now, but you better be bringing me the best of the best.”

“I promise. I know this high-end restaurant is still open. You will be happier here than at home. Trust me.”

“I don’t trust you. But if you follow through on your end, you will get paid. And don’t think about selling me out after I pay you. Even if I get snatched, my crew will still come after you.”

“No worries, sir. As long as I get paid, your secret is safe with me.”

The farmer hurried up the stairs, eager to earn his money. Echo came back to them and tossed the money pouch back to Matteo.

“Are we really going to trust that guy?” Ashif asked.

“Of course not. We are heading out on our own as soon as Ilaria is healed. The rest of that was just set dressing, so he thinks he’s harboring a criminal, not heretics,” Echo said.

Ashif sat back with a surprised look on his face. Matteo smiled at Echo. It was nice working with someone with such excellent ideas.

Over the next few days, they settled into a steady rhythm. The mushroom farmer would bring meals for Echo, and the four humans would share it. Ashif complained about the meager rations, but the rest of them were fine. A higher constitution made up for the lack of food.

To distract his grumbling stomach, Matteo said, “Hey Ashif, you mentioned your oath won’t let you teach me runes, but can you help me with runes I already know?”

“Sure. The contractor’s artifact only binds us to not reveal secrets. If you already know something, I can talk to you about it.”

Matteo scratched a rune into the floor and said, “This is a rune that increases the opacity of objects, basically makes them darker. Is there a way to reverse the active effect and make it a transparency rune instead? That might make it easier for us to sneak out of the city.”

Ashif knelt down and studied the rune, “No, can’t help you there. This rune works by absorbing more light, making it dark. Reversing it would just give you a mirror.”

“Well, shit. I had been saving that idea for when we really needed it. Do you know any invisibility runes? We might be able to bend your oath again.”

“No, I don’t know anything like that. My expertise is mostly centered around teleportation,” Ashif said.

“Well, could you teleport us out of the city?”

Ashif chuckled. “Not unless you have a king’s ransom worth of cores and crystallium.”

Medjay reached into her bag and pulled out the small red core she had harvested from the troll boar. “Will this work?”

“No, that’s too small. We need one at least twice that size,” Ashif said. “Unless... we would only need it to work once. It wouldn’t matter if it burnt out afterwards. Ah, but we still need several pounds of crystallium.”

“Pounds? You need several pounds of crystallium for a single teleport? Are you saying every single teleport wastes a thousand gold stator?” Ilaria said with her hands up. Then she winced in pain from the sudden movement. Despite the wince, she was doing much better. She would probably be good to move by tomorrow.

Ashif shrugged, “Teleportation is mana intensive. You should see the crystallium shipments the city shields get.”

Matteo shook his money pouch and said, “You know, the funny thing is I still have twenty-one crowns from when I sold an artifact earlier. That would probably be enough to buy the crystallium, but we can’t risk leaving the farm during the day.”

“Could we trust our mushroom buddy to buy it for us?” Chiara said.

“That guy? No way. We give him that much money and he will bolt,” Matteo said.

Medjay spoke up and said, “I have an idea on how to get out of here and pick up the crystallium. It’s risky, but it might work.”


Book 3 Chapter 21: Here Today, Gone Tomorrow

Medjay said, “I can copy myself and Kate will pretend to be a Sister. We have already seen how the Sisters of Violence and the Sisters of Truth are working together. She can march right up to the soldiers and requisition a crate of crystallium.”

Ilaria frowned and said, “Do you think Thatcham soldiers will really hand over crystallium to a stranger, even if she is an automaton?”

Medjay shrugged. “It’s a risky plan, sure. That’s why I would have Kate do it.”

“The Sisters don’t know you can duplicate people, right?” Matteo said.

“Right.”

“How about you make a copy of all of us and our duplicates turn themselves in? They can make up some shit about a new revelation from Ma’at telling them to turn themselves in,” Matteo said. “That way, the lockdown ends. Once they think we are captured, we can buy crystallium ourselves or even walk out the city gates.”

“We destroyed their goddess. I think they might be slightly upset with us right now,” Ashif said sarcastically. “What makes you think they won’t try to kill our copies right away? Once they dissolve into mana, we are right back where we started.”

Matteo nodded. “That’s a risk. But our copies can be very convincing when it’s their lives on the line. I’m sure they will last long enough to get thrown in jail.”

“Speaking of which, how long will they last?” Ashif said and turned.

“With a full mana pool, I can sustain our copies for about five and a half hours,” Medjay said. “I think Matteo’s right. They won’t attempt to kill anyone until they have had a chance to fully interrogate our copies. They will want to know where they hid their artifacts for one.”

Ashif shook his head and said, “Still don’t like our chances, but everything else sounds worse. Alright, I’m in.”

Matteo clapped his hand on Ashif’s shoulder and said, “Glad to have you with us. Now seems like a good time to bring this up. I talked to Medjay earlier, and we agreed that you can keep the wall relic. We expect you to still help us with the third divine spell form, but after that, the relic is all yours.”

“Really? This relic is literally priceless. They won’t be made anymore, and only relics will be useful to the next generation,” Ashif said in shock.

“Actually, I was just thinking about the next generation over the last few days,” Matteo said. “I think there is something we can do for them, something to kick-start the next economy. Enchanting.”

Ashif narrowed his eyes. “Pretty sure we have that whole enchanting thing taken care of.”

Matteo shook his head. “No, we really don’t. Right now, enchanting is expensive and restricted. But that is only the state of the world because of an artificial scarcity. Everyone is hoarding the few runes they know, and no one knows all the runes. We could fix that.

“What I think we should do is create a rune primer. The basics of how runes work and how to connect them to do what you want. Maybe add a dictionary at the end. Then we take that and copy it a few thousand times and just hand them out to craftsmen all over the world. It will collapse the enchanter’s business model, but it will allow everyone to do the work that artifacts used to do.”

“That’s an insane idea. It would never work,” Ashif said as he shook his head. “First off, if you try that, they will kill you. The government enforces the rules about runes ruthlessly. People have tried what you are suggesting before. They all died. I heard they wiped out the city of Luxor, killed every last citizen there, because too many people knew the runes.”

“I’ve never heard of Luxor,” Matteo said.

“Exactly. They wiped it off the map. Passing out your books won’t help people, it will doom them,” Ashif said. “But that’s only the first half of the problem. The reason runic knowledge is restricted in the first place is that it requires crystallium. If everyone could enchant, they would use up the supply of crystallium. The government wouldn’t have the supply they need to protect us.”

“Ah, but things are changing, aren’t they? Soon enough, no monsters will spawn, so we won’t need protecting. A little while after that, kaiju will die out and stop eating crystallium. The wilds won’t have monsters, only crystallium ripe for the picking.”

“Which won’t happen for years. That’s plenty of time for the government to realize they need to control the runes to control the populace.”

“Indeed. So, we cut off their monopoly early, when they don’t realize how vital it is yet. We need to create the primer now, while their security is lax. Once the Echidna spell form is destroyed, we pass out the runic information everywhere we can. I think it would work. We would need your help, though. You might not be able to give away your teleportation runes, but you know enough to create a primer, right?”

“Yeah, every enchanting guild has their own version of a primer. We could steal all of them and create a unified runic textbook. But it would be dangerous. Not just to ourselves, but to everyone we give it to.”

Matteo nodded. “It would be. But I think it’s an endeavor worth trying. We put the power back into the hands of the people. It would free us from the Sisters and the royalty. A world without tyrants.”

Ashif chuckled and muttered something about naivety.

The next morning, Matteo gave Ilaria the final healing potion, and they got ready to leave. Medjay made a copy of everyone, one at a time. The five copies stood there across from their counterparts.

Echo saluted Matteo and dramatically said, “Farewell, buddy. Take care of them! You will always be in my heart.”

Matteo rolled his eyes as Kate and Medjay giggled. Kate saluted sharply and dramatically said, “We give our lives that you may live yours! Don’t waste our gift!”

Ilaria’s copy laughed and showed off her inner thespian. “We who are about to die, salute you!”

Chiara’s copy was consistently the most serious of all of them. Not today. She stepped forward and started singing a popular song, “Goodbye is the saddest word I ever heard. Goodbye is the last time I will hold you near.”

Ashif’s copy groaned at their silliness. Since everyone was looking at him, he said, “Farewell, you will be sorely missed. But not by me!”

All ten of them laughed at the joke. The copies took their leave on a high note and hurried out of the mushroom farm. They wanted to get far away before they were caught.

The originals stayed on the farm and took the opportunity to don the uniforms of the farmers that worked here. Matteo placed his golem core just outside the farm, with a view of the soldiers stationed in the far corner. Then it was time to wait. And wait.

If the plan was successful, the soldiers would soon leave. If the subterfuge was discovered, the Sisters would know which section of the city to concentrate their search in. Matteo expected to see the soldiers move either way. They didn’t.

An hour passed.

Two.

Three.

When the fourth hour was almost over, Matteo compulsively checked his golem core once more. To his shock and delight, the soldiers were gone. “Finally! Let’s go.”

They hurried up to the first floor and snagged a crate each of harvested mushrooms. This way, they would look like workers out on a delivery. Matteo had no intention of having the farmer that hid them escort them anywhere. The fewer people knew about them, the better. He still left two crowns on the third sublevel. The man had earned his pay.

News of the lockdown ending spread quickly through the city. Kids came out to play, and adults followed them, just to be outside in the fresh air. The streets quickly grew crowded and took on a festive air. Matteo’s squad started having trouble getting through the city. Their crates were in the way. They made a quick detour and dropped their mushrooms off in front of a restaurant.

Their next stop was the northern gate. Matteo turned them around before they got close. There were four layers of soldiers surrounding the gates, along with a Sister of Violence. They weren’t getting out that way. Time for Plan B: teleportation.

Ashif led them to the enchanting guild compound. He was quickly in and out, using all the money Matteo had to buy crystallium. The twenty-two crowns he used could have bought an entire apartment in the city, but it only got them six pounds of crystallium.

“Is that going to be enough?” Matteo asked.

“More than enough. We only need to teleport through the wall. I will probably only need half of this for the teleport,” Ashif said happily.

“Then why did you spend everything we had on it?”

Ashif shrugged. “We are leaving the country, right? Might as well spend the money while we can.”

Matteo grumbled about wasting money, but Ashif ignored him.

“Alright, we need to find somewhere to carve out the teleportation runes. Somewhere close to the wall, so the risk of failed transport is lower. I need to carve the runes in stone and it’ll take about two hours,” Ashif said.

“We could rent a hotel near the wall so we could be sure we weren’t disturbed. Oh, wait. We can’t, because you just spent all of our money,” Matteo said.

“Don’t worry about it. Crystallium is much better than money that will be useless in a few days,” Ashif said.

They walked through the streets, trying to find a spot where they could work undisturbed. Chiara directed them to a warehouse, and she picked the lock. They moved some crates of grain and beets to uncover enough stone for Ashif to work with. Then he insisted everyone leave. His geas didn’t let him carve runes in their presence.

Matteo stood guard on the southern edge of the building, looking out the upper windows along with Medjay.

He turned to her and said, “I grew up on an uncultured kaiju. My whole life I thought there were only two nations, and now we are about to go to a third one. What’s Ceto like?”

She said, “I’m not sure. My information about the nation-state is very outdated. When I knew it, Ceto was a small country across the Muhit Ocean. They were a happy people, dedicated to a high quality of life for all their citizens. I imagine a lot has changed since then, not the least because they house the Echidna spell form, the goddess of kaiju. I have very little experience with the great beasts that now roam the land.”

Matteo nodded. “That’s right. You didn’t have kaiju in your time. What was Echidna the goddess of back then?”

“She was the Mother. The mother of people and animals. It’s said she considered us all her children.”

“I wonder if that means they are vegetarians over there, what with their goddess being the mother of animals, too.”

“Quite the opposite. Echidna was happy to see humans using every part of the animals they slaughter. She was equally happy to see a bear eat a human too.”

“Huh. Not quite the kind of maternal goddess I was expecting.”

Ashif shouted, “Ok guys. I’m ready. Let’s do this now, before the connections burn out.”


Book 3 Chapter 22: Set Sail for Adventure

The ocean was vast in a way that was hard to comprehend. Matteo’s heart beat loudly as he looked out at the blue water that continued on to the horizon. He felt something ineffable, a connection, a sense that the world’s heart beat along with him.

His squad was standing on a small rise, looking out at the seaside port town and great blue beyond. There was a heavily trafficked road leading from the port to the capital city of Thatcham. A steady line of wagons formed a caravan, heading out to satisfy the city’s lust for seafood.

“I booked you passage, but there are conditions,” Echo said.

Matteo turned to see his copy. They had sent him ahead in case the Sisters had made it here before them. It would be clear to them by now where they were going. The ensouled automatons from all three nations would be working together to stop them. They had to be careful.

“What conditions?” Matteo said with an eyebrow raised.

“First off, you have to bring your own food. Secondly, you will need help guard the ship during the trip. Lots of undersea baddies,” Echo said.

“Wait. How are we going to use our artifacts on the ship? The Sisters are sure to recognize any rumors about our magics. We are trying to go incognito.”

“I didn’t say everyone had to be a guard, just you. You can pretend to have a different artifact by using a new rune. I figure you’ll have time to design some new spells before you need to defend the ship.”

“Echo, you are angering the kaiju you don’t have to subdue. Why did you put me in this position?”

“’Cus most other ships have a contingent of soldiers on them. Anything bound for Ceto is locked down tight. They know you are coming. I got your squad passage on a fishing vessel that’s going to make a little detour.”

Matteo slumped, “Alright. I was hoping they wouldn’t be expecting us, but apparently they used a seashell to call ahead.”

“Yep. The fishing boat is called The Red Shirt and it’s docked on the far western side of the city. Good luck,” Echo said. Then he pulled off his eyepatch and handed it over, “And you’ll have to wear this to hide your eye. It makes you look the part too.”

Matteo frowned at Echo’s grin and said, “That’s just in the books. Pirates don’t all wear eyepatches.”

Echo laughed and said, “Sure they do, matey!”

Matteo leaned forward to swat him, but he leaned out of the way in time. Matteo started chasing Echo around the clearing.

“Medjay! Save me!” Echo said.

She complied, dissolving the copy back into mana.

Matteo put his hands on his hips and said, “Hey.”

Medjay stuck her tongue out at him.

He looked back at her with his mouth wide open. Ilaria’s laugh broke him out of shock, and he gave her a mock scowl.

“Come on. Let’s go,” Matteo grumbled.

Making it down to the western docks was easier than expected. The city walls surrounding the port didn’t extend to the docks. They walked around the city and down the wooden pier. After making sure all metal body parts were covered, they approached their ship, The Red Shirt.

It was a floating pile of garbage.

Matteo hadn’t seen many ships in his life, but this one was by far the ugliest. It was less of a ship and more of a dinghy. Its hull was covered in barnacles and thick algae. Instead of modern runic propulsion, this tub still had a canvas sail. It looked like it was held together with bailing wire and angry looks. They should have scuttled it a decade ago.

A glance at his squad showed that they felt the same way. Without saying a word, they turned around and started walking back down the pier. Literally, any ship would be better than that. There was a commotion off to their left, yelling and screaming.

There were a few dozen ships docked at the port, and almost all of them had people pointing off the stern into the bay. Ten fins cut through the water, heading straight for the port. A chain started rising from the ocean floor, pulling up a net to block off the bay. That stopped half of the attackers, but five fins slipped through before it was fully raised.

The fins spread out, clearly coordinating an attack. As one, they leapt out of the water, each aiming for a different ship. Huge jaws of serrated teeth made Matteo think these were giant sharks. The tentacles behind the head made him realize it was a sharktopus.

Each sharktopus was at least thirty feet long, larger than some of the ships docked there. They spread out their tentacles, attacking on every side. Their cavernous mouths and thick tentacles were primed for maximum damage.

The ships weren’t helpless. Each one had several bound that fought back while the monsters were still in the air. Deep red light lanced out, cutting off a tentacle. An anchor flew up on its own, battering a sharktopus back. One of the ships disappeared in a shower of sparkles. A different one turned into rubber, bouncing back a monster in a comical flailing of limbs.

The bound were strong, but the fight wasn’t one sided. People screamed in pain and wood cracked and splintered. Matteo and his squad stood there, poised to run if the fight tipped in favor of the monsters.

So far, the skirmish was even. Matteo glanced back to the Red Shirt, expecting to see it destroyed. The honor of all ships everywhere demanded it.

It was not to be. The floating pile of garbage was entirely untouched. There was a sharktopus fighting the ship directly next to it, but the monster ignored The Red Shirt entirely. Perhaps it assumed that ship had already been destroyed.

The fight lasted a long five minutes before all five monsters in the bay were dead. Several bound took a fast skiff out to the net and attacked the other five monsters circling there.

Matteo looked back to the other ships. The damage wasn’t too bad. They would probably be fixed and sailing within the next few days. Which was terrible news for his squad. They couldn’t hide here, not when they knew soldiers were on the look for them. Matteo swore and started walking back to The Red Shirt.

A crew of three were standing on the deck, looking out at the fight at the end of the bay. Two of them looked like regular sailors, but the captain was something else. He stood seven feet tall and was thin as a rail. If their mast ever broke, he would make an adequate replacement.

“Hello captain. These are the other passengers I told you about. May we come aboard?” Matteo said.

The captain spread his hands wide and said, “Ah, my new friend. Welcome back. Come join Captain Koinet.” He gestured widely and continued, “Are you ready to cast off? It is good luck to sail through bloody waters.”

“We’re good to go. Do we have cabins or...?” Matteo said as he looked around. The ship was large enough for rooms below deck, but he wasn’t sure if he wanted to sleep below the waterline. He walked across the gangplank and Medjay limped behind him. Her left leg was now fully human, and she was still adjusting to it.

“Don’t you remember? We got you two cabins, primo primo. I put you in rooms two and three, ya?” he said, bobbing his head periodically.

“Alright, thanks,” Matteo said.

They filed down the stairway to the lower deck. There was a narrow hallway with solid woodwork. Opening the cabin doors was a shock. They were well made and scrupulously clean. The rooms looked like they belonged on a ship from the royal navy.

Ashif laughed and pointed to the upper deck. “It’s all a fake. Like camouflage or something.”

Matteo chuckled along. They dropped their bags and settled in. The room wasn’t large, but it was comfortable. A few minutes later, a voice yelled down from the upper deck.

“Oi my buddy. We are shoving off now. You wanna come up top and protect us from the nasties, yeah?”

“Sure thing, give me a few minutes,” Matteo shouted back.

Before Matteo went up there, he needed to figure out what runes he could use in defense of the ship. Nothing the Sisters had seen before. Not fireballs, obviously. They had also seen illuminate-jet, tornado, and super-armor. All the trap runes were out as well. He could use his fan rune, but he imagined that wouldn’t be as effective under water. Unless...

He got out a piece of paper and drew the fan rune. “Hey Ashif, come here. Can you help me adjust this rune? Right now, it creates a large invisible fan. The blades are kind of fragile, though. Any way you can beef that up?”

Ashif came over and studied the rune as he stroked his chin. “That’s what it does for you? Fascinating. This is a rune used in climate control applications. I wouldn’t have thought it did anything but move air around. Anyway, I think I can still help you. This outer bit here is responsible for the invisibility. Cut it off right here. This little variable right here handles the speed of the rotation, maybe slow it down a bit so the mana goes into keeping the blades sturdy?”

As they talked, the ship lurched under their feet a bit, and they were under way. Matteo and Ashif worked together to adjust the rune to be more effective in combat. Once they were done, Matteo traced out and stored four instances of the improved fan rune.

Back up on the deck, he saw they were almost out of the bay. The ship was moving rather fast for a sailboat. Now that he had seen downstairs, a few more clues came to mind. The upper deck seemed like it was rotting, but it didn’t smell at all. The canvas sails were discolored, but free of large holes. It was all a disguise. He walked back to the helm where the captain stood.

“The accommodations are top-notch, thank you. Better than I was expecting, considering the look of the ship. Why keep it that way?” Matteo said and gestured around him.

The captain tapped the side of his nose and said, “You don’t ask me my business, and I don’t ask why you want to be dropped off twenty miles west of the Ceto port, ya?”

“Fair enough,” Matteo replied.

They stood there in silence for a few more minutes before Matteo said, “I haven’t fought on a ship before. I’m going to the bow to practice.”

“Ho, ho. You haven’t been on a boat before, and you already know the right word for the front of the ship?” the captain said.

“I’ve read books about it,” Matteo said with a shrug.

“I figured, what with the eyepatch. You like Mr. Jones’s books?”

Matteo brought his hand up and said, “Why does everyone assume this is fake? I lost an eye. I’m saving up for a replacement.”

“Alright, alright, my friend. You keep us safe the next two days and I will give you tip to help pay for your eye, ya?”

With a nod, Matteo walked toward the bow. The ship was comfortably large. It wouldn’t be a burden to stay aboard for the journey. As long as there weren’t too many attacks. He palmed his rune scribe pen and made a dramatic gesture. The adjusted fan rune flew out and appeared midair in front of the ship.

It was a light blue fan, about six feet wide. It was spinning slower than normal, but still fairly fast. Another important difference was the spell’s chosen frame of reference. Instead of spinning twenty yards ahead of the ship, it was spinning twenty feet above the ocean. That minor difference meant that the ship was quickly heading directly for the fan. If he didn’t stop it, the spell would slice through the sails in a few seconds.

Thankfully, Matteo was able to dispel the fan rune before it got too close. From then on, his testing was on the starboard side, instead of the bow. He threw up all of his stored runes, testing how they did in the air and under the sea. He kept tracing out and casting them, making sure he had the muscle memory down. The new fan rune seemed powerful, but there was no way to know for sure how they would do against monsters. He would need to test the modified rune against a real foe.

He got his chance three hours later.

“Contact! Twenty degrees port!” a sailor yelled from above.

“Ship or beast?” the captain yelled back.

“Working on it,” the sailor yelled back. A few moments later he yelled, “Sea skater. Looks like it's alone.”

“Ah, my friend. A good battle for you, not some weak korba or ice crab. Let’s put those pinwheels to the test, ya?” the captain happily yelled out.


Book 3 Chapter 23: Bad Traveling

“What’s a sea skater?” Matteo said.

“Big ugly bugs. Six legs, hard shell. Some call them water striders,” the captain said. “They big as the boat, float on top of the water most of the time. You can take them, don’t you worry none.”

Matteo nodded. He wasn’t worried. Not really. If he couldn’t kill this thing with his modified fan rune, he could always use the rest of his arsenal. It would out him to the sailors, but that was better than dying.

The monster came into view a few minutes later. It slid into view, gliding across the surface of the water. As it grew closer, he realized how big it really was. The captain had said it was as big as the ship, but Matteo hadn’t believed him. The center body was twenty feet of solid chitin. The legs stretched out wide on each side, making it a hundred feet, tip to tip. Four legs lay flat on the water, using magic to send it towards the ship at a blistering speed. It had two more legs on the front, these ones ending in claws.

“Here comes the jump!” the captain said excitedly.

All at once, the monster leapt into the air, high above them. It kept its legs close together, like a spike. Matteo estimated it would pierce and capsize the ship if he didn’t stop it. He cast the first fan rune directly in front of it, but the shot came up short. He had underestimated the relative velocities of the ship and the monster barreling out of the sky at them.

He cast the remaining stored fan runs one after another. He created a triangle in the sky, angling them off to the side. As he expected, the monster hit the first fan and shattered it instantly. The other two fan runs hit right after that. It was enough to alter the monster’s trajectory, angling it away from the ship.

The sea skater plunged into the water on their starboard side, creating a great plume of water. Matteo was soaked and pushed back from the wave. He managed to stay on his feet and wiped away the water from his face. The sea was calm once more, with no sign of the monster. He immediately started tracing out more fan runes. When he had two stored in his pen, the sea skater resurfaced.

It broke the surface of the water a few feet from the port side. Matteo spun and cast. He placed both fan runes in the air, just above the gunwale. His instincts were on point. The sea skate attacked with its forelegs, aiming at Matteo from behind. The sudden appearance of spinning mana blades hit both clawed legs just as they reached over the ship.

The claws were stronger than the blades, shattering them on impact. The spell was still strong enough to knock the claws away. It reared back and screamed, a piercing wail. Matteo thought it sounded angry and a little afraid. It should be terrified.

He had seen the monster’s mouth as the forelegs bounced back. A fleshy mouth. While the monster screamed, Matteo traced out three fan runes. When the monster skated closer to attack again, he cast all three spells. This time, the bladed fans appeared on edge to the monster, three fans with their tips angled directly at the monster’s mouth. It hit and shredded, chunks of flesh spraying out.

The sea skater’s momentum worked against it. By the time it felt the pain from its mouth being sliced apart, the three spells had continued on through the monster’s body. Its brain was diced a moment later.

The monster hung there in the air for a moment, sliding forward to bump into the ship gently. Then it collapsed, falling into the sea. Bubbles frothed up as it sank to the bottom.

“Ha ha! I knew you was a good ’un,” the captain said and slapped Matteo’s back. “You should stay on as the ship’s bound. We feed you well, ya?”

“Well, I wouldn’t mind some good food right about now. But I can’t stay aboard. We have business in Ceto.”

“We’ll see about that. You try Namelok’s cooking first, then you decide if you stay,” the captain said and looked back. “But first, we leave here. You chum the waters, we want to be gone before the big nasties come.”

“That wasn’t a big nasty?”

“No, no. Sea skates average. The big nasties swallow us whole.”

Matteo shivered. Apparently, there were wild kaiju in the ocean. That was a mental image he didn’t need today.

A half hour later, the captain called everyone down to the galley. They met the cook, Namelok, for the first time. For some reason, she hadn’t been up top when they cast off. She was a beautiful woman, with a tall and statuesque figure. She seemed nice, but deflected any attempts at conversation.

Dinner was family style, with dozens of sauces and meats. Beef was featured prominently with pork and chicken options as well. Rice was available, but in small quantities. Everything was delicious. Ashif couldn’t get enough of the shredded pork. Matteo’s favorite was a red yogurt that tasted nothing like fruit.

A meal with this much meat would be worth a lot in Thatcham or Cacassonne. He could see why Captain Koinet thought it might sway his opinion.

Before Matteo could get full, there was a shout from above. The captain had returned to the top deck without him noticing. He hurried up to the top deck and back to the stern. The captain had a hand on the wheel and pointed with the other one.

“We got some sharktopus over there and flying fish over there,” the captain said.

Three fins knifed through the water, gaining on the ship from the port side. On the starboard side, small fish with large side fins were jumping through the air from wave to wave.

“Are the flying fish dangerous?”

“No, they are good eats. I show you them because they running from somethin’.”

Matteo looked back and saw the fish were fleeing in a semicircle. There was something dark in the water. It was too deep to tell what it was, but it was moving fast. He decided to be proactive.

He had fan runes stored in his pen, but he saved those for later. Instead, he started tracing out and placing fans under water. They were like caltrops he was dropping from a moving carriage. The dark shape swam under or around them, but it slowed down to do so.

In the meantime, the sharktopuses drew closer. They darted forward in spurts, their tentacles expanding and contracting to provide propulsion. Matteo had a plan for them. After seeing them in action earlier today, he knew their snouts were tough, but their tentacles were unarmored. Once the lead monster was close enough, Matteo cast a fan rune directly behind it. The lower half of the tentacles were sliced off before the spell shattered. The sharktopus didn’t die immediately, but it couldn’t follow them anymore. Its two companions diverted to the sudden source of blood in the water. Within moments, the water was foaming as they went into a feeding frenzy.

Matteo turned back to the other shape just in time to see it attack. It surged up from deep below the ship, hitting the hull near the rudder. He tumbled to the deck as a loud clang rang out. As soon as the ship stopped shaking, Matteo jumped up and looked over the gunwale. Thankfully, the ship didn’t seem to be sinking. He also got a look at their attacker. It was a sea serpent.

The light green and teal monster slithered around the ship and rose up on the starboard side. And up. And up. When it was thirty feet above the water, it reared back and spat something at the captain. Matteo threw up a pair of fans to catch and deflect the blue sputum.

Droplets hit the deck and let off a noxious gas. The captain got a good whiff of the gas and fell to the deck, coughing out his lungs. Matteo took a step back so he wouldn’t suffer the same fate. The sea serpent hissed and reared back to spit once more. He would not let it. As soon as the monster opened its mouth to spit, Matteo threw a pair of spinning blades into its mouth. They spun and cut, aborting the serpent's attack. Some poison spit got through the blades and splattered onto the deck.

Droplets of blood soon joined the droplets of poison. The monster flailed backwards and swam backwards. Its mouth was bloody, but it wasn’t out of the fight. It fixed a baleful eye on Matteo and started swimming towards him cautiously.

He glanced back at the captain. He was still hacking up a lung, but he would survive. Matteo quickly traced out an illuminate-jet and speared the monster’s eye with it. The light burnt through its eye and into its brain in seconds. The enormous serpent slipped beneath the waves for the last time.

Once he was sure the monster was dead, Matteo rushed over to the Captain. He helped him over to the railings so he could get fresher air. It took some time, but eventually he recovered. Matteo took a turn at the wheel while he took a break. The poison had taken a lot out of him. The captain returned to the helm as the sun was setting.

“What are we going to do while I’m sleeping?” Matteo said. He hadn’t expected to be the only bound protecting the ship.

“Don’t worry none. Namelok, protect us for night shift. You come back when you wake up, ya?”

“I can do that,” Matteo said happily.

That night, he got the best night’s rest he had in months. The hammocks provided were luxurious, and the gentle rocking of the waves reminded him of the rocking of Tartaruga’s steps. The next morning, he stationed himself on the bow and watched the sun rise.

His guard work started before breakfast with the appearance of another school of sharktopuses. These things were endemic. He broke up their charge with a well-placed fan spell and headed down for breakfast.

It was similar to dinner last night, only including some of the flying fish from yesterday. The chef also added a side dish that the captain said was bark from a tree. Matteo wasn’t sure if he was joking or not, but it tasted good with the meat sauce.

Then he was back up on deck, killing monsters. Demon fish, lesser kraken, mermen, and water beetles all died to the expert application of Matteo’s slicing blue blades. It was similar to Ranger work in the wilds, only he didn’t have to run around.

Later in the day, Ashif came up to stand with Matteo. He looked out at the endless horizon and sighed in contentment.

“Thanks for taking one for the team. It’s been nice to sit and relax in our cabins,” Ashif said.

“Welcome. It’s busier than I expected, particularly after Isfet’s demise, but it’s not too bad. It would be better with company. When you see the girls next, tell them to come say hi, yeah?”

“I haven’t seen them today. Maybe they are tired. Anyway, I wanted to talk to you about something else.”

Matteo tried to remember the last time he had seen Ilaria, Chiara, and Medjay. He knew he saw them after they boarded, but he wasn’t sure when. They had to have come out for meals, but he didn’t remember seeing them. While he was trying to remember, Ashif continued talking.

“I got you something good. When I was in the enchanting guild buying up their crystallium, I had them throw in this,” Ashif said and handed over a thin book. “They hand them out to anyone in the guild that needs it. It never occurred to them that I wasn’t bound by their geas not to share it.”

“That’s awesome! You can’t share your secrets, but you can share theirs,” Matteo said. “I can't wait to learn new runes.”

“Hopefully it will be useful to you. They write them to be purposefully confusing if you don’t have the guidance of a runic master. I was thinking of re-writing it so someone can learn it just from the book.”

Matteo rose an eyebrow. “A simple to understand book for beginners? Like maybe a primer we could copy and hand out everywhere?”

“Yeah, yeah. I said it was a bad idea, and I stand by it. If the enchanting guild and nobles can suppress the knowledge, they will. But if you can figure out a distribution tactic that wouldn’t get everyone killed, I can handle making the primer.”

Matteo hugged him and said, “Thanks, Ashif. You are the best.”

“I’ll only give it to you after you have a good plan for distribution.”

“I’m with you on that one. I wouldn’t want to be the cause of someone wiping out an entire town.”

Ashif went back to the cabin to get started on his project and Matteo eagerly opened up the book from the Thatcham enchanters.


Book 3 Chapter 24: Kaiju Shit

Reading through the Thatcham enchanter’s book was an interesting experience for Matteo. On the one hand, it was dense and almost incomprehensible. On the other it had a dozen new runes he could try out.

There were actually thirty runes in the book, but he already knew the runes for illuminate, rebalance, organize, wind, water, and fire. Many of the remaining runes had breaks in them, which meant he couldn't trace them out in one continuous line. His artifact wouldn’t work if he interrupted the line. But he was still excited about the remaining runes.

The book assumed the reader was going to do the drudge work for the enchanting guild. The first set of diagrams covered how to create a light and a remote switch. Then there was water creation with cold and hot options. Then it moved on to warming and cooling the air with fire and ice runes. The control set up for adjusting the temperature inside a room was surprisingly complex. Sadly, none of those six runes were useful to him.

The ice rune sounded perfect for his purposes, though. He resolved to test it as soon as he could. It was a simple rune structure, one that wouldn’t require a lot of mana. Interestingly enough, it had nothing in common with the water rune. He would have guessed that they would be connected since ice was just cold water.

Finding a time to test it proved harder than expected. He traced out an ice ball and stored it in his pen. But throughout the day, he found himself always in view of one of the sailors or captain. It was infuriating. The ship was large enough for a crew of fifteen, but the three of them somehow managed to watch his every move.

It was clear they didn’t trust him, but he didn’t know why.

He didn’t particularly care why, either. He just wanted to play with magic. Four hours after starting his quest to have a moment unobserved, he finally succeeded. He cast the ice rune over the stern and enjoyed the result.

A ball of white mist burst from the tip of his pen and flew forward just as fast as a regular fireball. On impact with the water, it dissipated, creating a quickly expanding chunk of ice. Sounds of cracking accompanied the sudden formation. Once it finished expanding, there was a jagged circle of ice about a meter wide.

Interesting effect. Matteo considered how to fit it into his repertoire. The rune would be quite useful against people, suddenly freezing all the water in their bodies. It would likely work through shields and armor as well, although that would require testing to verify. It likely wouldn’t work against the Sisters, but it would be a cheap way to combat mortals after him.

Matteo returned to the book and traced out his next test. He had already decided on the rune he wanted to try out. Message. It was part of an inter-building communications system. There were several control runes to determine who you wanted to contact and volume and everything, but he guessed that wouldn’t be necessary. His artifact already changed how the runes worked, handling all of those kinds of details. He traced out the message rune and focused on Ashif as he cast it. He felt a connection form.

“Ashif. Can you hear me?”

“Wha- what? Who’s there?”

Matteo chuckled and said, “This is Matteo. I’m using a new rune from the book you gave me.”

“That’s amazing. Can you hear me too?”

“I can. You sound like you are standing next to me.”

“It’s like the intercom, only you don’t have to lay the circuit connections between every room. Impressive. I used to have to lay circuits all day when I was a new enchanter. We worked on-” Ashif suddenly cut off.

“You ok there? Ashif?” Matteo said.

There was no response.

He traced out another message rune and reconnected. “Sorry about that. You cut out halfway through your story.”

“Ah. No worries. It wasn’t important. That gives us a measure of how long a rune lasts, about thirty to forty-five seconds, right?”

“About that. Long enough to get a short message across, not long enough for a full conversation.”

“Yep. Still immensely useful, though.”

“Indeed, particularly if it works across great distances. This spell will end soon. Talk to you later.”

“Later.”

Matteo wanted to test out the distance thing right away. He traced out and cast another message rune, this time focusing on his dad. It didn’t connect. He must be too far away. He tried to connect to the shopkeeper that bought his artifacts, but that didn’t work, either. Matteo couldn't think of anyone else he wanted to talk to. Extensive testing of the message rune would be required, but the distance of the spell was clearly limited.

The enchanting book had more runes, so he went back to scouring it for possibilities. Frustratingly enough, many of the runes were useless to him. They worked in tandem with other runes, but not on their own. He found a few more he wanted to test.

The first seemed fun, and the second dangerous. The first one was a bounce rune. He imagined sending people bouncing across the countryside, the ridiculous image making him laugh to himself. The second rune he wanted to test was vibrate. The notes said it was dangerous if you hit the wrong materials. He traced out and stored both runes. He started casually walking around the ship, trying to get out of sight.

Once he was sure he was unobserved, he leaned over the gunwale to test out the new spells. He saw something latched onto the side of the ship. A monster. It was a fishman of some sort, long limbs ending in claws and a flattened head full of thin teeth. The monster had been trying to sneak aboard.

They both froze, looking at each other in surprise. Matteo was first to move, his hand tracing out the modified fan rune by rote. The monster dug its claws into the wood and launched itself forward. Matteo jerked back from the gunwale and took a step back as the fishman cleared the railing and landed lightly on the deck.

An instant later, it was bisected in a spray of gore. Matteo had cast a fan spell directly behind it and sent it spinning forward once it landed. He wiped off the blue blood from his armor as he looked around the ship.

There were more than a dozen fishmen stealthily crawling over the gunwale and along the deck. Once they saw their buddy get cut in half, they shrieked as one. They stood up to their full height of five feet and started running. Six of them headed towards Matteo, another five towards the captain, and the rest climbed the rigging to get to the other sailors.

Matteo unsheathed his short sword with his left hand and traced out another fan rune with his right. The six fishmen stalked closer to him, spreading out to surround him. They were well coordinated, but Matteo wasn’t worried. He calmly unsheathed his short sword and fell into a combat stance. When he saw an opening, he leapt forward and stabbed a fishman in its thick throat. As it gurgled its last, he cast his fan rune behind himself.

Two fishmen attempted to attack him from the rear, seeing the fan too late. Matteo was hit with another spray of blue blood. He ignored the mess and turned to the remaining three monsters in front of him.

He was immediately distracted by a cry of pain from the captain. Matteo looked up to see the tall and thin man holding his forearm, blood seeping through his fingers. The fishmen had backed him up against the stern gunwale. Things weren’t looking good for him.

Matteo had to make a snap decision. He had to lean into his disguise as a fan guy, or cast it off to save the captain. His hand started tracing out a rune, almost by itself. With a sky high dexterity and plenty of practice, he didn’t need to think about it much.

With a frustrated grunt, Matteo stretched his hand forward and cast the armor rune on the captain. A blue light enveloped him from head to toe and then faded from sight. That should protect him while Matteo fought his way over there.

While he was distracted casting the spell, a fishman leapt at his face. Matteo brought up his sword and held up his right arm to protect his face. The monster’s long sharp teeth impacted his metal arm at the same moment his sword slid into its belly. Matteo swore and yanked his two arms apart. His bound strength was enough to drive the sword the rest of the way through the fishman’s torso. The monster left a dozen teeth in Matteo’s arm, but fell to the deck, dead.

Growling at the pain in his right arm, Matteo jumped forward to one of the remaining fishmen. The monster saw him coming and swiped at him. He bent around the incoming claws, only just barely avoiding the full force of the attack. It still cut through his chest piece, leaving three long gashes in his armor and gambeson.

His dodge put his sword arm out of position. Instead, Matteo used his metal arm to the fullest, and punched down on the fishman’s head. He heard something crack, and the monster collapsed to the deck. The other fishman started scrambling back, its survival instincts warring with its instincts to attack humans. Matteo put it out of its misery, so it didn’t have to decide.

Now that he had a second to breathe, Matteo took better stock of the situation. The captain seemed fine, but his armor wouldn’t last long. There were two sailors up in the rigging, fighting a losing battle. He quickly sent them armor runes and ran over to the captain.

As he slid into place, a long, thin force sword appeared at the tip of his pen. He swept it across the monsters, and three heads toppled to the ground. Two more lunges and the captain was safe. Since he had already blown his cover, Matteo traced out a few illuminate-jets and burned the remaining fishman off the rigging above.

That seemed to be the last of them, but Matteo wanted to be sure. He started to make a trip around the ship to make sure there were no more hiding about. He was brought to a sudden stop before he got far.

The captain grabbed him and said, “Thank ya, thank ya. I’m free. I remember everything now. We gotta free Namelok. You can help us, ya?”

“Free the cook? Did you see some fishman go below deck?” Matteo turned to the door leading downwards. It was still shut.

“No, no, not fishmen, the woman with the medallion,” the captain said and shook Matteo.

He pried the captain’s hand off his shoulder and took a step back. “Calm down. What’s going on?”

“You don’t know? How ken I know and you not?” the captain said and looked down at himself. “The spell. The protection spell. Cast it on yaself.”

It was a strange request, but Matteo couldn’t see any harm in complying. He traced out the armor rune, but paused before casting on himself. “Wait, is this some sort of trick or something? Why do you want me to cast an armor spell? I have plenty of mana. This won’t empty me.”

“Jus’ do it,” the captain said, frustrated.

Matteo felt strange. His instincts were telling him it would be dangerous. Intellectually, he knew that couldn’t be true. This was his spell, an armor rune he had cast several times before. He grit his teeth and pointed the pen at himself. A blue light wrapped itself around him and faded. He looked around and said, “Now what?”

“Jus’ wait,” the captain said as he pulled out a roll of bandages and started wrapping up his forearm.

The whole situation seemed bizarre. Why did the captain want him to... wait. There was something. Something half remembered. Then it hit him. His eyes widened, and he whispered, “Kaiju shit.”


Book 3 Chapter 25: Nomadic Traditions

It all came back to him, rushing like a river. He had been on the ship five days, not two. Matteo hadn’t seen the women the whole time. He hadn’t seen Ashif in two days. A headache made his head throb and then it passed.

His memory had been messed with. The first day on the boat, Medjay had said something about uncovering why the ship was disguised. It looked barely seaworthy up top and immaculate on the lower decks. When she didn’t return, Chiara and Ilaria went to look for her. That was the last he saw of them.

Matteo wasn’t concerned at the time because he didn’t notice it. He’d been operating on autopilot the whole time. It was like sleepwalking through life. His friends had been disappearing and something had been messing with his mind, so he didn’t notice it.

Slowly, he remembered the first instance of his mind being altered. There was a woman below decks. She wore a medallion and claimed to be the owner of the ship. Every time he saw her, he forgot she existed shortly afterwards.

The armor spell must have some sort of protection against ongoing magical effects. The artifact that had made him forget everything was being blocked now. He stored two more armor runes and placed another one on the captain.

“You with me now?” the captain said.

“Yes, it all came back to me. I think your sailors are remembering now too,” Matteo said and pointed to the two men that had climbed down from the rigging.

“Oh, they’re not mine. I’m no captain and they are no sailors. All of us shouldn’t be here, ya? We gotta stop the woman with the medallion or she do it again,” the not-captain said. Or Koinet as he should be called now.

“Alright, Koinet. Let’s rush her together. I think she has problems with multiple people at once. She’s always met me when no one else was around.” Matteo turned to the other two. He realized he had never talked to them once. Another clue he had ignored. He shook his head and said, “Sorry, I don’t know your names. But I’m assuming you remember more now. Do you want to help us get the woman with the medallion?”

“My name’s Marcos and the woman's name is Naimutiae. Or at least I think that’s her,” he said. “There is a bounty out for her. She steals ships and forces people into slave labor. Everyone thought she just had a powerful artifact. No one suspected it was one that messed with your mind.”

“Yeah. I didn’t think that was possible. Anyway, are you in?”

Marcos and the other guy nodded. The four of them separated and snuck down to the stateroom. It was the nicest cabin on the ship, better than the captain’s. This ship must have been a pleasure craft before Naimutiae stole it and disguised the upper deck.

Matteo finally had an answer to the question that had been bugging him all this time. The disguise was so that no one connected this ship with the one she had stolen. It also lets her sneak around ports easier. No one would guess this ship held anything of importance.

They lined up on either side of the door and Matteo counted down with his fingers before he kicked in the door. They all rushed in, but suddenly stopped.

Naimutiae was expecting them. She stood by the bay windows near the back of the room with a sneer on her face. She held Chiara with one arm and a knife in the other hand.

“Don’t come any closer or your friend here gets it,” she said. “Do you seriously think I wouldn’t know you had freed yourselves? You lot truly are naïve. It would be best if you came back into the fold. I can protect you, trust me.”

As she said those words, the air distorted around her and floated their way. The wave of magic hit their shields and stripped off a layer of protection. Matteo cast an armor spell in response.

“I warned you!” Naimutiae shouted and plunged her knife into Chiara’s neck.

Or tried to. The armor rune Matteo had just applied protected Chiara. It was more than enough to block the knife. Markos saw she was protected and leapt forward. He punched Naimutiae and sent her reeling back into the window.

Chiara stood there, dazed. She hadn’t had the time to recover from the mind control yet. Marcos pulled her out of the way. Matteo started tracing out a new spell. Markos continued to punch Naimutiae, one hit after another. She tried to swipe at him with the knife, but his long arms gave him the reach advantage.

“Stop!” she yelled out, making the air vibrate once more.

Markos ignored her and continued punching. Matteo let his hand drop. It looked like he had some anger issues he wanted to work through. He continued to pummel and kick their former captor. A sharp crack ended the exchange.

Matteo winced at the sound. He had been planning on killing too, but that had been brutal. Markos stood there over the body, panting and shaking with rage. Slowly, he calmed down and looked around the room.

Chiara was there along with Medjay and Ilaria. There were two more women as well, a short blond lady and a tall, thin woman. All of them were looking around the room, blinking like they had just woken up.

The short blond hesitantly said, “Markos?”

He turned, seeing her for the first time. His eyes widened, and he rushed over. “Kiki? You’re alive?”

He pulled her into a hug and started crying. She joined him a moment later. Matteo turned away from their reunion for one of his own.

“Ladies, Ashif, you guys ok?” Matteo said. He helped up Medjay from where she had been sitting on the floor.

She pulled him into a hug and said, “Thanks for rescuing us. I’m ok now.”

Ilaria walked over and joined the hug. She said nothing but tears welled up in her eyes. She wiped them away, and Medjay stepped back to comfort her.

Chiara stepped forward with her arms out for a hug. She hesitated for a moment, making sure he was ok with it. She hugged him tight and said, “Thank you for saving my life. That armor rune is the best.”

Matteo hugged her back and then she stepped away. He turned and said, “Ashif, you ok over there?”

“Yeah, it’s coming back to me. That was... unsettling,” Ashif said.

“She mostly kept us in here. Why did she keep taking you away, Ashif?” Ilaria said.

“She... I don’t want to talk about it,” he said and turned away.

She winced. Matteo followed suit. If a female mind controller was taking away the only male of her captives, it wasn’t something good. Ashif was probably traumatized. Matteo resolved to get him in to see a mind healer when they had the chance.

Chiara changed the subject and said, “How did you break free of her control, Matteo?”

“It was mostly an accident. The captain, I mean Koinet, was in danger and I blew my cover to save him. Turns out my armor rune can block all kinds of magical effects. Once he was released from her control, he convinced me to use it on myself. We came down here right after we remembered everything,” Matteo said.

Chiara chuckled, “Like I said, that armor rune is the best thing ever.”

“How did that happen, anyway? I thought mind control artifacts didn’t exist.” Ilaria said.

Matteo shrugged. “That’s what I thought too.”

“I was told the same,” Medjay said. “I suspect it was another one of the Sister’s lies so they could control us. After all, many of my sisters were once good, devoted to justice and truth. I suspect some of them were swayed by a slow working artifact.”

“That’s possible. But you also shouldn’t underestimate people’s ability to justify themselves. They might be lying to themselves that they are still good people and all this is necessary,” Ilaria said.

“True, true. It’s one of the reasons I am so ecstatic about my transformation. Once I am fully flesh and bones, I won’t be tempted to produce refined crystallium the way my sisters do,” Medjay said. “I don’t think that I could ever do that, but that’s what everyone thinks. No one knows their true mettle until after it’s tested.”

Markos walked over to Matteo with his arm protectively around the short woman. He said, “Thank you, thank you, thank you. This is my sister Helena. I thought she was dead. I came searching for revenge, and you gave me my family. How can I ever repay you?”

“You don’t have to repay me. All I wanted to do was save my friends,” Matteo said with a gesture. “But if you want to do something for me, I would love it if you dropped us off in Ceto, a few miles outside the port. We were supposed to be there days ago.”

“Ah yes, your special request,” Koinet said and tapped the side of his nose. “You have problems with the Wardens, yes? I help you.” He nodded vigorously.

“That’s not necessary. We only need transportation.”

“No, no. I am from Ceto, you need Koinet. Trust me,” he said and wandered off without waiting for a reply.

Matteo turned to his squad and made the ‘did you just see that?’ gesture.

“We need a guide, and he owes you so...” Ilaria said with a shrug.

“I believe it would be unwise to trust a stranger that already knows we are avoiding the authorities. I propose we have him point us in the correct direction and then leave him behind,” Medjay said.

“That’s probably the best plan. That way, he feels like he paid us back,” Matteo said.

There was a brief lull, and then Chiara said, “We should loot the ship before we disembark.”

“What?”

“Loot. There are valuables hidden throughout the ship: gold, jewelry, artifacts, and potions. I think she had been abducting people for years. If I had to guess, she was planning on selling us into slavery too.”

Matteo spit in the direction of the corpse. “I’d hate to imagine how many lives she ruined. Should we really try to profit off that?”

“We can promise not to keep any of it. We buy the freedom of any slaves we see, if that’s actually a thing here. I don’t actually know. And we use the rest for your enchanting book idea. It will help everyone adjust to the upheaval we have already put into motion,” Ashif said.

Matteo nodded and said, “Let’s loot this place down to the frame.”

...

“The first thing you need to know is we got no cities. No founder city, no mining towns, no nothing. Everybody lives on a kaiju,” Koinet said as he gestured at the kaiju they were walking towards. “We all moving, all the time. If you want to find our capital, you gotta go where it’s going to be.”

“Am I to infer that your capital is atop a kaiju as well? I was under the assumption that hundreds of thousands lived there,” Medjay said.

“They do, they do. But some kaiju bigger than others, ya?” Koinet said and laughed.

Matteo glanced up at Koinet. The man’s seven foot height made talking to him a literal pain in the neck. “What kind of kaiju is the capital built atop?”

“Elephant. A real big ’un. Eats crystallium every week to stay that big. They say it’s bigger than a mountain, but that ain’t true,” he said. “At least, I think they lying. We know soon enough, ya?”

“I told you before, you don’t have to come with us,” Matteo said. “Getting us around the guards at the port was more than enough.”

“What kinda friend do you think I am? I’m the best. I’ll come with you to the end,” Koinet said and struck a pose.

“No. Help us get passage on a kaiju headed the right way and we will part ways,” Matteo said firmly.

“Hmm, maybe, maybe. We see, ya?” he said.

Matteo just shook his head. If necessary, they could ditch the overly friendly man and go their own way. They could buy whatever information they needed. Looting the ship had been extraordinarily profitable. Even after giving the others their share, Matteo's squad still had a lot.

They collected a pile of gold coins, thirty gaudy rings, a dozen enchanted amulets, six different potions, and a bejeweled tiara. That would be more than enough for whatever they needed. Matteo was particularly interested in getting the potions they found evaluated. He suspected that some of them would be very useful in a fight.

They probably wouldn’t need their riches anytime soon. The moose kaiju they were heading towards looked small and unimportant. Matteo guessed that a single gold coin would be more than enough for all of them to rent a room in the village atop the moose.

Koinet had led them around the port city and they slipped into the traffic surrounding it. There were a half dozen kaiju in the area, with people walking to and from them every which way. Many of the kaiju didn’t stop, traders hopping off in the morning and rejoining them in the evening. Matteo’s squad was pretending to be a group returning from a day of trading and wanting to return home. Their quality armor belied that disguise, but Matteo insisted they wear it.

“My friend,” Koinet suddenly said, “Do you know those people? They seem very interested in us.”

Matteo turned to see four men heading their way. They looked like they were heading towards the moose as well, but they kept glancing over. He zoomed in with his mechanical eye. They seemed like unremarkable citizens, except for their arms. They each had a prosthetic right arm. It was a style that seemed familiar to him, a metal clockwork arm, but he couldn’t place where he had seen it before.

“I don’t know them. Something is off. Let’s go that way,” Matteo said and pointed to his left. There was a dell over there, one that would hide them from view.

The four men turned and started jogging towards them. Matteo swore under his breath.


Book 3 Chapter 26: Dual Wielding

“Do you see them?”

“No, but I know they came in here. They fit the description. Didn’t see the automaton, but I bet she’s the one with the cloak. Get out the message tablet. If this is them, we need backup,” a second voice replied.

“You sure? I heard Collins got reamed out when he called in a false positive.”

“If we don’t call it in, we will get yelled at for not following SOP.”

“Look, I got the tablet out. I just want to be sure it’s them before we send the message.”

Matteo was listening to them a few hundred yards away with his ears rune. The four men with identical prosthetics were clearly looking for his squad. Their dress looked casual, but it sounded like they were soldiers. He couldn’t let them call in backup.

The rest of his squad was hidden amongst the bushes in the little copse. He had been hoping to ambush the men, but he couldn’t allow them to call in backup. An illuminate-jet blazed through the forest and into the clearing. It shattered the slate tablet in the man’s hand. A little twitch of Matteo’s hand used the rest of the spell’s cutting power to slice that arm off.

The man screamed in pain and shock and clutched his stump. It was spurting blood, great gouts with every heartbeat. The soldier standing next to him turned to his buddy and helped him apply a tourniquet and first aid. The other two leapt to the side and started racing towards Matteo’s position. They were clearly artifact bound, racing faster than any mundane could.

Matteo had no intention of meeting them head on and had already run off in a crouch. Ilaria correctly assumed their ambush was blown and attacked the man on the left. She stood and threw a thick branch of electricity at him. The attack hit the running soldier, but splintered around him. A series of red wires had manifested in the air around him, shielding him.

He turned directly towards Ilaria and raised his sword. Despite there being more than a hundred feet between them, he came to a stop and slashed forward. A magic sword appeared in the air, swinging down with his own. This one was fifty feet long and made of glass. The tip hit Ilaria in the chest and shattered. The impact would have killed her if it wasn’t for her breastplate.

The armor wasn’t enough to stop the inertia from the hit, and Ilaria flew backward. She hit a tree and ragdolled around it before falling to the ground, motionless.

The soldier raised his sword up once more and a second glass sword appeared in the air. Matteo didn’t let him swing it. He tossed one of his stored runes at the man and a blue fan appeared. It spun through the air like a buzz saw aiming for his legs.

The fan shattered as it got close. Red wires appeared around him once more, shielding him. Matteo swore and started tracing out a different spell. Maybe a fireball would work, heating the air around the man and getting through his protection.

He didn’t get the chance to find out.

The other soldier pinpointed Matteo after his second rune. He turned and took a big step. Space distorted around him, pinching and pulling. When his foot came down, he was three hundred feet ahead of where he started, only twenty feet in front of Matteo.

As soon as the soldier arrived, Matteo switched targets and sent the fireball his way. The man stepped to the side. The fabric of reality stretched, and he was twenty feet to the left. The fireball splashed onto the trees, uselessly. As soon as the soldier stopped moving, he held up his clockwork arm and pointed his artifact into the sky.

Matteo glanced up to see a bathtub falling out of the sky. It was a large metal tub, water streaming out as it fell. He jumped to the side, barely avoiding the tub’s claw foot. It hit the ground with a clang and water splashed up, hitting him in the face. Matteo jumped again, blindly, expecting another attack. Nothing happened. He wiped off his face and looked up.

Another bathtub was on its way, with two more nearby. Matteo kept his eyes on the sky as he sprinted out of the way of the falling metal. The soldier took the opportunity to mangle space once more, stepping up to Matteo and stabbing his chest with a spear held in his left hand.

The spearhead hit hard, but the breastplate held. Matteo was unbalanced by the unexpected blow and tumbled to the ground. He rolled and got back up. As he did, he drew his short sword and swung it behind himself to keep the soldier back.

A battle instinct gained over hundreds of fights whispered to him. Matteo spun and thrust his sword out. The soldier was right there, his spear poised to attack. Matteo’s sudden reversal brought him past the tip of the spear. He swung his sword up, aiming for the man’s face.

Space distorted once more, and the soldier retreated a few hundred yards. Matteo glanced around to the rest of the forest. Medjay was helping Ilaria to her feet while Medjay’s copy, Kate, fought the glass sword soldier hand to hand. She wasn’t having much success. Every punch or kick was blocked by a thin glowing wire.

Chiara was harassing the injured soldier and the man protecting him. All forty of her wasps were out and attacking from different directions. The uninjured soldier was jumping around, stretching body parts like taffy. Waves of dirt splashed out of his hand, burying terror wasps that got too close.

He didn’t see Ashif, but his walls were appearing and disappearing, just enough to harass the injured soldier. The walls blocked the man’s attacks, thick red beams of energy aimed at Chiara.

Instinct had Matteo dodging again. He jumped to the side just in time to avoid another falling bathtub. He needed to do something else. Everyone was getting overwhelmed. None of his squad was even making progress against the soldiers, let alone killing them.

Matteo jumped into the bathtub and slammed his shoulder into the side. The tub tipped over with him inside and his hand guided the metal tub on top of himself. He hid under the tub. A booming clang rang out a second later as another tub impacted his temporary shelter.

He needed to use a rune word to get out of this situation, and he needed a moment unmolested to trace it out. He had enough mana for a single rune word, enough to kill any one of the soldiers. He doubted they could stand up against his super crystal spear or his tornado. But both of those were large and flashy, enough that they might alert the other soldiers in the area.

Instead, he traced out his newest rune word, the super armor. It took most of his mana pool, but it would be a good counter to all the magic he had seen from the soldiers. Before he applied it to himself, he pulled out his golem core and sacrificed another short sword to form a metal golem. He had lost count of how many weapons he had destroyed at this point.

The three-inch golem looked up at Matteo, waiting for instructions.

“Absorb all the metal tubs in sight and then attack the people with a clockwork metal arm.”

The golem nodded its cute little face and ran over to the tub wall. Matteo touched his pen to his chest and activated the rune word. Green light poured across his skin, wrapping around his body, armoring and strengthening him.

It felt great. The bathtub dissolved around him, sucked into the golem core. Matteo stood up and marveled at how strong and energized he felt. A metal tub clanged as it bounced off his head, but he didn’t feel it. He chuckled and looked at his gauntleted hands. Echo was right. This rune word was awesome.

He ignored the bathtub soldier and started sprinting towards the red wire guy. Each stride ate up ground, the armor had lengthened his legs. As he ran over, Matteo saw Kate die, bisected by an enormous glass sword. She dissolved into a shower of mana confetti.

Matteo growled and ran faster. The soldier saw him coming and swiped his glass sword across the clearing. The blade was three feet wide, but Matteo felt nothing as it shattered on his side. He stomped forward and punched down. Four large spikes grew from his knuckles. They impacted the soldier’s red wires and stopped. The impact sent shuddering waves through the magic protection, as well as Matteo’s arm.

That was the first thing he felt since he activated the super armor rune word. It hurt. Matteo didn’t let that stop him. He punched the red wire again and again. The soldier flailed around, creating a half dozen glass swords, one after another. Matteo ignored them and punched again and again.

Finally, the soldier’s protection failed. The wire broke and bounced away, like a tensioned line. The next punch killed the man in an instant, half piercing and half pulverizing.

Matteo mentally reformed the armor, so the blood sloughed off him. He glanced around. His golem was steadily growing. It was six feet tall now and the bathtub guy still hadn’t caught on that he was feeding the golem. He kept darting away and sending bathtubs plummeting out of the sky.

With that guy occupied, Matteo raced towards the other two soldiers. Most of Chiara’s terror wasps were gone, and she was on the run. She kept running, trying to stay ahead of the waves of dirt. Ashif was still hidden somewhere, protecting her from the red beams of energy with his walls.

Matteo jumped past Chiara and kicked the soldier in the gut. The man stretched around his foot, and then sprung backwards. He rolled and then jumped up, unharmed. The soldier pointed his artifact pot at Matteo and sent a blast of dirt at him. It splashed off his armor, slowing him down a bit.

Since kicking didn’t work, Matteo tried piercing. Long claws grew from his hand. A red beam hit him in the side of the face and knocked him back a bit. He noticed that it took a serious amount from his armor’s energy. More than anything up until this point. Matteo ducked underneath the follow up attack and stabbed the stretchy soldier at his feet.

The thin tips of his claws pierced into the man, all the way into the dirt. Matteo pulled his hand back, leaving a trio of holes across the soldier’s chest. He watched as the holes healed themselves. They slurped together, and a second later, his chest was unblemished. Matteo jerked back in shock. That cost him. Another red beam hit his face, knocking off another chunk of his armor’s energy.

He was down to a third of the power he started with. Matteo growled and reached down. He grabbed the soldier and pierced his chest again. It healed once more.

Another red beam came at his head. Matteo had been waiting for that, keeping watch out of the corner of his eye. He yanked the taffy soldier into the path of the beam. It hit his chest and ate through it, like high-speed acid. This time, the wound didn’t close back up. Blood poured out of the huge hole and the soldier slumped in his grip, dead.

The one-armed soldier put his hand to his mouth, horrified that he had accidentally killed his comrade. Matteo didn’t let him suffer long. He dashed over and stabbed him in the chest. The soldier died with a soft gasp.

Matteo turned towards the final soldier, running through the trees. The metal golem was sprinting after him, but never fast enough to catch the space warping man. Matteo mentally ran through his runes for a spell that could catch him.

Ilaria beat him to the punch. She had recovered enough to send a branching attack through the clearing and forest. The soldier stepped away from the initial blast, but got struck as soon as the space warping effect ended. Once he stumbled to a stop, she finished him off with a thick bolt to the chest.

Matteo jogged over to Ilaria and said, “Are you alright? Do you need a healing potion?”

She shook her head. “No, I’ll be fine with some time to recover. Everything hurts, but no bones are broken.”

“Alright. Let me know if it gets worse, though. Internal bleeding can still be a killer. We only have the one potion, but you only have the one life.”

She nodded and swayed slightly. Medjay slipped her arm around her and steadied her. Chiara had come over in the meantime and took her other side.

Ashif slowly climbed down from a nearby tree. He fell the last few feet and landed with an oof. Once he got back up, he said, “Sorry about that. I should have helped more, but I didn’t think I could get out of the tree without being caught.”

“Don’t worry about it. You did great. The red beams that guy was shooting were super strong. You are the only reason Chiara is still alive,” Matteo said.

“Yeah, thanks man,” Chiara added.

Ashif smiled. His shoulders relaxed, and he said, “What was up with those guy’s artifacts? They seemed super weird. Is Echidna making artifacts without a theme now?”

“I don’t think that’s it. Did you notice how they all had the same arm? I think the word got out,” Matteo said and tapped his right arm.

“What word?”

“They must have learned how I got two artifacts. They created prosthetics with a crystallium core and used them to give their soldiers two artifacts each. The Sisters are more ruthless than I thought. Their arms are all identical. They must have cut off people’s arms just so they could give them that clockwork arm,” Matteo said.

Chiara swore loudly. It sounded like a groan that turned into a cry. “Why is it never easy? Now we have to fight against soldiers with two artifacts? Ma’at is really testing us.”

Matteo looked away. He didn’t think Ma’at had anything to do with the events here.

“My friends? Is it safe to come out now?” Koinet shouted from deeper in the forest.

Matteo shouted back, “Ya!”

The tall man picked his way out of the forest and met them at the edge of the clearing. He said, “The Wardens really don’t like you, ya?”

Ilaria chuckled, “You could say that.”

Koinet looked nervous and said, “I hope you don’ mind, but I was thinking maybe I go my own way now, ya?”

Matteo laughed long and hard. That tickled his funny bone for some reason. Maybe it was just the fact he was coming down from the adrenaline of the fight. “Ya, don’t worry about it. Maybe we will see you again after this is all over and the Wardens like us again.”

Koinet nodded seriously and quickly walked off, heading towards the port. The squad left the dell and looked around. To the north was a line of kaiju, three heading west and three walked east. The moose kaiju they had been heading towards was the smallest of the bunch. Clearly, their plans had to change now that they had been discovered.

“Alright gang, time for something creative,” Matteo said.


Book 3 Chapter 27: Sitting on Stone

The five of them ran through a clearing full of tall grasses directly north of the dell. Matteo kept checking behind them, but no one seemed like they were heading this way yet. He kept up the pace until they got to the edge of a forest. He stopped everyone to tell them his plan.

“We have soldiers after us, and it won’t take them long to find out what we did to their buddies. We need to get out of here, but first, let’s throw off their trail,” Matteo said and gestured towards the moose kaiju. “Medjay, I want you to make copies of everyone. Ashif, create a wall we can stand on. We will jump on and the copies jump off. That way, anyone following our trail will see an unbroken line of footprints. Once we are in the air, Ashif can throw us for a mile or two. Try to stay below the tops of the trees, but we don’t want to touch down.”

“Are you sure that will be enough?” Chiara said. “There are six kaiju within sight. I bet some of them have soldiers with perception evolutions.”

Matteo nodded. “Which brings us to step two of my plan. Whenever we lose tree cover, I’ll make a golem big enough to carry us. They are looking for people, not monsters. Trust me, this will be perfect.”

Chiara shrugged, and they put the plan into motion. Everyone hopped up on Ashif’s wall and five copies hopped off. Echo gave Matteo a jaunty wave and hooked his arms into Ilaria’s copy and Kate. Matteo smiled. His copy always had such a good attitude.

Then they were off. Ashif created wall after wall, sending them flying. He wasn’t as good at it as Medjay was when she held the relic. He was good enough to get them three miles before they ran out of tree cover. The forest ended there and there were gently rolling hills full of low shrubbery.

Matteo’s mana had recovered a bit, which was good for the next step of his plan. He pulled out a small stone, a carved decoration looted from the ship. He fed it to the elemental golem core and made his smallest golem yet. It couldn’t even run around since its legs were too small.

That didn’t matter, though. Now that Matteo had a stone golem, it could grow using the surrounding stone. The forest floor had a few stone outcroppings Matteo could use. He had his golem absorb them, digging deep into the earth until it was fifteen feet tall. There was more available stone, but Matteo stopped there. The bigger the golem was, the higher his mana upkeep costs would be.

“So, you want us to ride the golem? Is it big enough for all of us?” Ashif said.

“Should be. I figure we have Rocky here cup his arms, and we can sit on them like a bench,” Matteo said.

Matching word to action, Matteo gave his golem a few orders and sat down on his craggy arms. This version of the golem wasn’t nearly as smooth as the metal version. At least it wasn’t as sharp-edged as the crystal version.

The rest of the squad quickly joined him, Ilaria, and Medjay sitting on either side of him. The golem started walking, slowly transitioning to jogging. It wasn’t as fast as Ashif’s walls had been, but the golem’s long legs ate up the ground.

Now that they had a moment to breathe, Matteo decided to test his new runes. The first was the bounce rune. It created a small blue orb that flew at the ground and bounced back up. Every time it hit the ground, it bounced higher and higher until it ran out of energy.

Matteo was less than impressed, but he could see how it could be useful when shooting around corners. Next he tried out the vibrate rune. He warned everyone to cover their ears in case it was loud.

Instead of the sonic attack he was expecting, the vibrate rune created a cone of buzzing air. It hit a tree in front of them and absorbed into the wood. Nothing happened for a moment, and then the tree started shaking. All the leaves fell off, like they were cut all at once. Before the leaves hit the ground, the tree exploded. Matteo held up his hands to block splinters, but it wasn’t needed.

Instead of exploding into shrapnel, the tree disintegrated into a cloud of wood dust. Matteo had his golem walk around the cloud so they wouldn’t breathe it in.

“Oh, that’s a good one. Which rune was that?” Ashif asked.

“Yeah, it’s not bad. The rune is vibrate, so I imagine it vibrated the tree into tiny pieces. It’s fairly cheap mana-wise, only three points. I’ll have to remember that one the next time we get into combat.

“Hopefully, we can accomplish our final objective without hostilities,” Medjay said.

“Me too. My track record isn’t that great, but for once I would love to get a job done without a fight. Once we get there, we need to put way more effort into the planning phase,” Matteo said.

“Get where? Do we even know where we are going?” Chiara said.

Matteo leaned forward so he could see her. He said, “Good point. Koinet said the capitol moves around a lot. Our best bet is to hop aboard a kaiju headed that direction. We can’t hop aboard any of the ones near the port, of course. We’ll just have to keep going through the wilds until we find another kaiju town headed the right way.”

Ashif swore weakly, “We just got the windfall of our lives, riches beyond compare, but we can’t spend it in the wilderness. I think Chiara is right. Ma’at hates us.”

Ilaria laughed. “I don’t think she hates us. We are going to find another kaiju in a day, two at most. When we get there, what are you going to spend your money on?”

“A comfortable bed and a shower, for one. It’s been too long,” Ashif said. “Then I wanted to buy a better way to fly around.Enchantments that could do that would be very expensive, but it would be worth it. I hate the constant up and down of flying with my walls, and this rock golem is worse.”

Ilaria nodded. “Kinda rough on the butt, isn’t it?”

“Yes! I was entirely unprepared for how fragile human buttocks are,” Medjay said.

“Your butt is human now?” Matteo asked.

“Well, I think it’s premature to tell you all about my private parts. The third date is the traditional time to explore that aspect, yes?” Medjay said with a serious face.

Matteo blushed, not having meant that at all. He was fairly sure she was joking, but sputtered out a reply, anyway. “That’s not what I meant at all. I just want to know how your transformation compares to mine. I think my shoulder blades are metal now.”

Medjay and Ilaria both giggled at his response. Matteo tried to think of a witty response, but came up empty.

Ashif rescued him by saying, “How about you, Ilaria? What are you using your ill-gotten gains on?”

“I don’t think they are ill-gotten. Pirates are fair game and upstanding citizens like us are supposed to kill them and take their loot,” Ilaria said with mock seriousness. “But to answer your question, I have always wanted a Ceto mask. My grandma had one. It was porcelain and studded with rubies. I loved it when I was a kid. I always thought that was the ultimate status symbol.”

“If we are talking status symbols, the absolute best is an enchanted cape,” Chiara said. “I’ve always wanted to walk through the high streets of Carcassonne with a shiny cape billowing dramatically behind me.”

“I don’t think you’ll find any fancy capes in Ceto, though,” Iliara said.

“Yeah, not the fashion here, I guess. They have those torcs. I remember making one as a kid and pretending I was visiting from the faraway magical land of Ceto,” Chiara sighed.

Matteo jumped in, “Wait. You knew about Ceto as a kid too? I didn’t know about it until Medjay told me. I thought Tartaruga town was just backwater enough that no one knew about the wider world.”

“I learned about it in school,” Chiara said with a shrug. “I asked the teacher if anybody worshiped Echidna and she told me about Ceto.”

“Huh. That’s so weird that I never learned such a basic fact,” Matteo said.

Ashif leaned forward to look at Matteo and said, “Have you considered the possibility you are just stupid?”

“Hey!”

“I’m just saying,” Ashif said with his palms up.

“I can have the golem drop you if you want to walk the rest of the way,” Matteo said and stared at him with one eye.

Ashif laughed and said, “No, no. I’ll be good. Medjay! Tell us what you want to buy.”

She laughed and said, “I suppose I can rescue you. I would purchase an unholy amount of silk. Silk clothes, silk bedsheets, silk shoes. Human skin is too sensitive for this rough spun garbage I am wearing now.”

Ilaria reached over Matteo and patted Medjay’s knee. “Don’t worry. Chiara and I will take you on a shopping trip once we get to civilization.”

Medjay turned to Matteo and said, “It’s your turn now. What extravagant thing do you wish to purchase?”

“Well, the first time I had to come up with something, I said fancy dinners. Decadent food in resplendent restaurants. But I was informed that was a boring answer, so I have a better one now,” Matteo said. “I would buy a palanquin and hire people to carry me around like a high prince.”

Ilaria laughed and shoved him, “You don’t actually want that.”

He smiled back at her and said, “Maybe I do, maybe I don’t. It’s an interesting answer either way, right?”

She just smiled and turned away. Medjay tilted her head and said, “You said the first time. I don’t remember having this type of conversation before.”

“You weren’t there. It was with my first squad. We earned a lot more than most in our first few weeks of being a Ranger. We talked about what we were going to spend our stacks of stator on. There were six of us, but only three of us survived,” Matteo said.

Medjay put a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry about your loss. I apologize for bringing it up.”

Matteo shook his head. “No, it’s good. I want to remember them. Particularly Riccardo. He was one of a kind. My best friend.”

“He really was,” Chiara said. “A sweet, loveable goof. He would hate that we are still talking about him. He never liked being the center of attention. When I meet him on the other side of the River Styx, I’m totally going to tell him we talked about him a lot.” She half laughed and half sniffled.

Matteo reached over to pat her on the shoulder.

The maudlin moment was interrupted when they caught sight of a monster heading their way. It was clearly one of the monsters the Echidna spell form had made after they destroyed the Isfet one. Matteo commanded their golem to put them down, and he eyed his mana pool. It was low from maintaining the golem. The rest of the squad would have to step up because that thing didn’t look nice.


Book 3 Chapter 28: Faces Only a Mother Could Love

“What is that?” Ilaria said, disgust clear in her tone.

“Well, it’s clear this is a monster Echidna made, but damn, it’s ugly,” Ashif said.

Matteo nodded. “It’s like the spell form couldn’t decide what type of monster it wanted to make.”

The five of them stared at the monster heading their way, breaking down trees and trampling bushes in its haste to get at them. It was on the other side of a small river, each bank covered in small river rocks. Most monsters were ugly. It was an easy way to tell them apart from regular animals and kaiju. They always looked like an affront to nature.

This was something different. It looked like it had a head and forelegs of a giant lion. It had the back legs and head of a goat. Its tail was long and scaled with a dragon head. It had three heads, and all of them were angry. A roar, bleat, and hiss filled the clearing, loud enough to be painful.

Despite their calm discussion, the squad wasn’t taking this abomination lightly. Chiara had already sent out twenty terror wasps and had them form a half circle behind them. Ilaria had been charging up her electric attack and was almost ready to discharge it. Medjay had created copies and sent them forward to act as distractions. Matteo ordered his golem forward to halt the monster’s charge.

The rock golem was big enough to carry all five of them, but it seemed short in comparison to the monster. The three headed thing stood five feet taller than even their giant golem. It leaned forward to meet the charge.

The monster and golem impacted heavily and sent a wave of gravel flying back. The golem held on for three long moments. The dragonhead tail snuck in and knocked its back leg out from under it. The golem hit the ground with a thud and a spray of dirt.

Everyone took that as the signal to attack. Ilaria’s attack hit first. A bolt of lightning as thick as a tree trunk hit the lion face and cooked it. Ashif made a long thin wall appear in front of the monster’s ankles, tripping it and sending it sliding into the riverbank. Matteo used the last of his mana to trace out a vibrate rune. His golem dissolved from lack of mana. He aimed for the goat face and let the spell fly.

The monster shifted, trying to get back up. Matteo’s spell hit the left front leg and was absorbed into the body. A moment later, the fur on that part of the body fell off. Matteo took a few steps back as he waited for it to explode. It didn’t.

Chiara sent her wasps in then. Her orange summons aimed for the eyes of the goat head, popping them on impact. A second wave of wasps crawled into the holes and blew up its brain. The strange monster fell to the ground like its strings had been cut.

Echo walked up to the body and examined it. He shouted, “It’s even uglier up close. You gotta come see.”

No one joined him, even the other copies. Matteo had to admit he was interested, but he had other priorities.

“Ashif, how you doing on mana? I am tapped out and we need to get out of here before anything investigates the commotion,” Matteo said.

Ashif’s reply was cut off by a yelp. The monster’s dragonhead tail had swung around and chomped down on Echo. Apparently, only the lion and goat parts were dead. The dragonhead was faking dead and had caught Echo when he had wandered too close. A moment later, Echo dissolved into motes of mana and left the dragonhead with an unsatisfied look on its face.

Ilaria started charging up an attack, but Matteo held up a hand and said, “Leave it. It can’t get to us without legs. Maybe it will distract whatever comes to investigate. Let’s go. We’ll head for that copse of trees, and Ashif will throw us around a bit.”

Matteo had his golem core roll back to him through the river and popped it into his pocket. He wished he had more mana. He could theoretically make an enormous golem, but it wouldn't be practical. Anything that big would only last a minute because of the high upkeep cost.

They didn’t make it back to civilization in two days, like Ilaria predicted. Instead, it took them more than a week before they found an occupied kaiju. During that week, they saw some of the old style monsters, but also several more new monsters. There was a three-headed dog, a nine headed hydra, a lion with a human head, and an enormous snake. The monsters weren’t the only strange things they saw.

There was another one of the lizard kaiju that walked on two legs. It was a wild kaiju, but clearly the same type that had attacked his home. It didn’t look anything like a normal kaiju. The realization made Matteo wonder if the Echidna spell form was starting to break down even before the Ma’at and Isfet spell forms were destroyed. This weird kaiju couldn’t be one that the real goddess had designed. This lizard thing must be a corrupted version of the kaiju the divine spell form was supposed to make.

When Matteo mentioned his suspicions, Ashif said, “All the more reason to destroy the Echidna spell form right away. If she can’t make kaiju to keep people safe from monsters, then she must be destroyed. These new monsters are far worse than the ones Isfet used to create. They are going to get a lot of people killed.”

“They aren’t that bad. We only had one injury in the last week. That’s below average for a standard Ranger group,” Chiara said.

“No, Ashif’s right. These new monsters are significantly more dangerous than normal,” Ilaria said. “You have a twisted sense of normal, running around with Matteo. We’ve been able to destroy anything that comes up against us because our squad is unreasonably strong. Most Ranger teams aren’t nearly as combat capable. Trust me. I saw a lot of normal Ranger teams when I was a captain of the Tartaruga Rangers. The standard team has two people with effective monster killing artifacts, and the rest are there as support. We have been able to destroy the monsters we have come up against because every one of us is uniquely powerful.”

“Calling my artifact powerful is a bit of a misnomer,” Medjay said. “However, I agree with the danger assessment. These larger monsters are much more deadly, if only because an errant strike is easily fatal. The tyranny of mass knows no quarter.”

Matteo nodded along with them. These new monsters were much more deadly than the last ones. He had just promised himself that he would take it slow and plan out the next attack. Naturally, the world conspired to rob him of that choice. They would need to rush as fast as they could to destroy the last divine spell form, so fewer giant monsters were created. It was never easy.

Chiara gestured towards the kaiju in the distance. “You think this guy is heading the right way?”

“I am leaning towards yes,” Matteo replied. “Koinet said that the seasons determine where the capital kaiju is headed. From what I understand about migratory patterns, it looks like the antelope kaiju is headed the right way.”

“Antelope, huh? I thought it was a weird-looking deer. You know kaiju better than I do,” Ashif said.

Matteo shrugged. “I had a book on kaiju growing up. I think most of us born on a kaiju did.”

Ilaria and Chiara nodded. The conversation lapsed as they drew closer to the kaiju town. They had to keep up a swift pace to catch up with the antelope. They couldn’t use any of their flashier travel methods since the government would be on the lookout for them. They had to run. Medjay and Matteo effortlessly jogged along, with Ilaria keeping up with a little effort. Chiara was sufficiently high leveled to keep up, but her short legs made her the slowest of the bunch.

Ashif used to be the one slowing them down, but that had changed. Bonding with the wall relic had granted him a significant boost in power. Another boost came from their near constant exercise. He had already lost twenty pounds since they left Carcassonne. His rapid improvement was made possible by the passive healing all bound received.

They arrived at the kaiju in the afternoon. The antelope made slow and ponderous steps forward, each hoof sinking deep into the ground. Before they got too close, Matteo pulled out the disguise bracelet and handed it to Medjay. The enchantment would make it look like she belonged with them, which didn’t change her clothing at all. But it did change her skin, so she looked human. This way, no one would know an automaton visited this kaiju.

With that detail taken care of, they started looking for the way up. It was one of the tallest kaiju they had seen, and there were no stairs or ladders. Matteo suspected they used an artifact of some sort.

He shielded his eyes from the sun and looked up towards the town above them. They could only see the edges from here, but it looked interesting. There were domed houses all along the city, made of grasses of some sort.

As he watched, someone leapt down from the top of the kaiju, falling hundreds of feet down towards them. The woman didn’t flail around; she kept her legs straight and her arms folded. It looked like she knew what she was doing. Still, Matteo motioned for the squad to slow down. He didn’t want to be too close to the impact site.

His caution proved unwarranted when the woman landed gently on the ground. She didn’t even stir up a puff of dirt. She was tall and skinny, much like Koinet. She wore beautiful robes, reds and blacks in geometric patterns. She bowed slightly.

“Welcome to the great and kind kaiju of Naire. I trust you would like to visit our beautiful town?” the woman said.

“Yes, we are hoping to hitch a ride towards the capital of Ceto. We are visiting from Thatcham,” Matteo said.

“Wonderful to have you. We get more tourists from Thatcham every year. The beauty of our lands and our kaiju is something else, ya?” she said and gestured expansively.

Matteo smiled. At least he knew now where Koinet got that verbal tic. He said, “Very beautiful.”

“I do not mean to presume, but I do offer a transport service up to our town if needed. It costs five longbacks, one per person.”

“I’m afraid we haven’t had the chance to exchange currency yet. Do you accept slivers?”

“No worries. I accept the coinage of our great allies. It would cost two slugs for the five of you.”

Matteo frowned briefly. Slugs were worth a substantial amount. Two slugs for a trip up to the town was likely vastly overcharging. Still, their cover was as traveling tourists. He should expect to be gouged sometimes. He pulled out a few slugs and handed them over.

“Thank you for your patronage,” the woman said and handed them each a small strip of red cloth. “Tie this tightly around your wrist and we will be on our way. Most people find my transport enjoyable, but if you are one of the few that dislikes heights, I suggest not looking down.”

Once everyone had the cloth secured, the woman made a dramatic gesture. The six of them started floating upwards. The higher they went, the faster they flew. Matteo and Ashif had huge grins on their faces, but Chiara had to fight not to throw up.

They arrived thirty seconds after they started. The woman set them down gently on a wooden platform. Chiara fell to the floor and took deep breaths. While she recovered, Matteo got a better look at the town. All the houses were constructed the same way. They were made of kaiju fur, cut up and crafted like wood. They looked like grass from a distance because of the color. None of the domed buildings were over two stories tall. A few of the larger buildings were five times as large as their neighbors.

Matteo turned towards the woman and said, “Thank you for the lift. Where is your great kaiju headed? Are we going towards the capitol?”

She laughed lightly. “You paid the entrance fee without knowing where you were going? I thought you already knew. Yes, we are heading towards the titan. We should arrive in five days.”

“Excellent, thank you,” Matteo said and gave her a slight bow. He turned to look at the new town they would be staying in for the next five days. It was quite different from the last several cities they had visited.
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It took Chiara a bit to recover from her nausea. Apparently floating weightless hundreds of feet in the air didn’t agree with her stomach. Once she felt ready, they headed into the town atop the antelope kaiju.

It was hard to tell from their perspective, but Matteo thought the town was a bit bigger than the one he had grown up in. The people were an interesting mix. Roughly half of them were tall and thin, and the other half were the same height as the squad. All of them wore bright clothes, but with a limited color pallet. They only wore red, black, light brown, and purple. Everyone wore jewelry, but the men wore more. Some of them looked like they were weighed down by the heavy layers of necklaces.

Visitors to the city were rare, so there were only two inns aboard the kaiju. Matteo chose the more expensive one and paid a gold coin to get them rooms for the duration. After everyone had showered, Matteo asked everyone to come to his room to talk.

“We have five days to plan our assault. Hopefully, we won’t need to jump into things right away, but I would rather over plan than under,” Matteo said.

“I want to see if anyone knows the capital. If we get some intel before we arrive, that will make planning easier,” Ilaria said.

“Good plan, Ilaria. Go ahead and ask around,” Matteo said. “I was thinking of hiring a few bound as ‘bodyguards’ for the city. It might be a waste of money, but we have a lot.”

“I want to spend a bit of that money on relaxing,” Chiara said.

Matteo shrugged. “Sure, whatever you do with your share is up to you. I did want to ask you for one thing, though. Do you think you could buy or steal some identification for us? Something that can get us through capital security.”

“I’m going to focus on enchanting,” Ashif said. “Arming duplicates with enchanted weapons worked well last time. It’s a real force multiplier. While I am at it, I’ll see if I can steal some more runes for the book Matteo wants to make.”

“I would like to attempt to help you,” Medjay said. “My creators designed us to be unable to work with runes, but I suspect I may be able to work around that restriction. Many things have changed since I was first created.”

Matteo clapped his hands and said, “Alright, good plan. Let’s meet back up in my room once a day to update each other on progress. I don’t want the five of us out in public together much, though. They are sure to be on the lookout for our squad by now.”

They started to file out, and Matteo tapped Medjay’s shoulder and motioned for her to stay. When they were alone, he said, “Do you want to go on a date tonight? We can head out to dinner and explore the town afterwards.”

Medjay brightly smiled and said, “That’s a splendid idea. I’ll come back here this evening when I am appropriately dressed.”

Matteo leaned in and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “You are always beautiful, no matter what you are wearing. Your inner light shines through.”

The metal skin all automatons wore wasn’t capable of blushing. Medjay did her best, anyway. She pulled him in for a kiss on the lips and then skipped out the door. Matteo smiled and then shook his head. She mentioned getting dressed up for the date, so he should, too. Thankfully, he had more than enough gold to buy what he needed.

...

“Your table is right over here, Sirs,” the waiter said. He brought them to a corner table in its own alcove. Matteo had paid extra for the best experience the city could provide.

As they sat down, Medjay said, “You look wonderful.”

“Thank you, as do you. You are always beautiful, but today you are stunning as well,” Matteo said.

He had gone out and bought a fancy red tunic with matching purple pants. They were both patterned with black geometric shapes. Medjay had gone shopping with Chiara and Ilaria. They had taken the whole afternoon to find the perfect dress.

When she had knocked on his room at the inn, Matteo had been stunned. They had chosen a form fitting purple dress with frills that made Medjay look like she belonged in high society. What both of them failed to remember was that Medjay needed to wear the disguise bracelet when they went out.

As she sat across from him, she looked like she wore a more traditional Ceto dress. It was tan and red, with a subdued fit. A wide variety of jewelry appeared on her neck and wrists. All of their hard work finding the perfect outfit was wasted. Matteo still thought she looked great. He got to see what she would look like when her transformation to human completed.

She looked down at the menu and said, “What should I order? This experience is quite foreign.”

“Apparently, the chef here used to work at a restaurant on the capital elephant. Everything on the menu should be delicious. Get whatever strikes your fancy, and I will eat it if you don’t like it,” Matteo said.

She nodded absently and went back to examining the menu. She was taking this very seriously. Eventually, she ordered the goat tagine, and he ordered couscous with veggies and a side of bread.

While they waited for the food, they started chatting and didn’t stop until after the food was gone.

“You mentioned once that you enjoyed cooking with your father when you were young. Is that why you wish to eat at expensive restaurants, to feel closer to your father?” Medjay said.

“No, my dad made what you would call peasant food. This restaurant would be far too fancy for him. But I suppose I gained my love of food from him. I love trying out new foods and exploring new flavors. The experience of new flavors dancing around my tongue feels like an adventure. I love going on adventures,” Matteo said.

“Is that why you agreed to lead us on this mission? We have had nothing but action and adventure since we met.”

“No, I prefer to have my adventures entirely free of death and danger. I agreed to come with you because I believe in the cause.”

“Free of danger? That sounds nice. You’ve talked about your life since you lost your arm. What fun adventures did you have before then?”

Matteo paused to take a drink of milk. His food was delicious, but incredibly spicy. He said, “Lots of things. The spring festival where three different kaiju towns came together was great fun. Our turtle swimming across the Lake of Ages was memorable. I really liked our visit to the mouse kaiju because they had a playground. When I was a kid, just about anything felt like an adventure. I’m sure everyone feels like that when they are young.” It took him a beat to realize that was a mistake. She didn’t have a childhood. She was created and thrust into war right away. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to-”

“No, it’s alright. I actually did have a brief childhood. I was created along with twenty other Medjays. Medjay means Ranger/Warden in the language of the goddesses. We were each given a number and told to explore our environment. The enchanter's children came to play with us every day, giving us orders that we tried to follow. In the beginning, we were terrible at it, taking their orders far too literally. It was only after two months of play that most of us could understand the intent behind the orders we were given. Most of the children commanded the Medjays to fight each other in mock battles. They acted like little generals.

“Not Bastet. She was a precocious little girl that hated violence. She spent her days building things with blocks, putting on plays, and playing games. She was my favorite. I spent the majority of my formative time with her. Her favorite game was senet, and we played it for hours. At first she beat me every time. The first time I prevailed over her, Bastet jumped up and gave me a hug. I still consider it my greatest triumph. She taught me how to be a person, and she’s the reason I introduce myself as a daughter of Bastet.”

“She must have been something special because you are one of the best people I know.” Matteo reached over and gave her hand a squeeze. She smiled back at him. After dinner, he took her to a dance hall. It was a large building with loud music they could feel in their bones. Both of them had high agility, so it didn’t take long for them to learn the local dance styles. It involved a lot more jumping than the one they were used to.

The last time they had gone dancing, Matteo had gotten exhausted way before she did. This time around, she joined him when it was time to rest. Her human parts were limiting her endurance. Once they recovered, they headed out.

Night had fallen a while ago. In a small town like this, that meant that most businesses were long since closed. One of the few exceptions was a jewelry store. The proprietor called them over with an enthusiastic hand wave.

“Pretty girl, your jewelry is nice, but you could use a few more. And it is shameful that your boyfriend is unadorned. I insist you give him a bracelet or two, so Echidna may smile on you both.”

Medjay smiled and approached the counter. “We aren’t from around here. Is there a special significance to the jewelry?”

The shopkeeper knocked her fingers on the counter and said, “Yes, yes. Very significant. In fact, that is all they are, significance. The gift of a bracelet shows that someone is significant to you. The lighter colors for friendship, black for eternal love. Jewelry is how you talk to each other and the world.”

“And necklaces? Are they the same?” Matteo said as he browsed the wares. The jewelry didn’t have a lot of jewels. There were a wide variety of stones and shells. None of them seemed too expensive.

“No, necklaces show your place in society. You see this necklace? It shows I am the matriarch of my family. This one shows I own my own shop. This one shows I belong to the town council, and this one shows I have been recognized for my craftsmanship.”

Matteo nodded. There was the story of her life wrapped around her neck. He guessed that the people with a lot of necklaces were more important to the town than those with only a few. It was a very open society, one that placed a lot of worth on their place in it.

“So every bracelet I give my boyfriend tells him how I feel about him, and lets the world know he is taken?”

“Loved yes, taken no. The people of Echidna do not limit ourselves like those of Ceto. We may have many husbands or wives. As many as we can stand. Which for me is only two!” she said with a loud laugh.

Matteo laughed with her. He hadn’t really thought about polyamory much. He wondered how the two women he was dating felt about it. He made a mental note to bring it up sometime. He looked down at the bracelets with Medjay.

He needed to pick a bracelet she would like. One that was pretty, but also the correct color. It couldn’t be too light, or she might think he didn’t like him. It couldn’t be obsidian either, they weren't at the true love stage yet.

This whole thing was kind of nerve-wracking. It was performative romance, putting your heart out there for everyone to see it. Medjay had already chosen a few bracelets, but palmed them before he could see the colors. She wanted to see what he would pick without any input from her.
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Matteo decided to stop worrying about what color Medjay had chosen. He asked himself how he felt about her. He liked her, that was for sure. She was great company, fun to talk to, brave, and noble. He should just grab an onyx bracelet, one that signified true love. He couldn’t make himself do it.

He wasn’t sure if she was his soulmate. He wasn’t sure if Ilaria was either. Forcing his hand forward, Matteo grabbed two bracelets in the middle of the range. They were made of red and blue beads, making the statement he cared for them deeply, but not the love that a black bracelet would signify.

Paying was slightly awkward. He handed over a gold coin, but that was well above the price of the bracelets. It was difficult for the shopkeeper to make change. He ended up covering Medjay’s purchases as well and told the proprietor to keep the money. She thanked him effusively as Matteo awkwardly walked away.

He pulled out one of the bracelets, intending on giving the other to Ilaria. He turned to Medjay and said, “May I?”

When she nodded, he slipped the bracelet onto her wrist, tracing a line across her skin as he did so. His metal fingers made a slight tone as he touched her metal skin. The sound reminded him of a distant chime.

Once he let go, she pulled her hand up and admired the bracelet. She said, “Thank you Matteo. It appears we are on the same page.” She pulled out an identical bracelet, the same blue and red patterns.

She slipped the bracelet onto his right arm, caressing his forearm as well. She trailed her fingers in circles, keeping the tone up longer than he had. She stared into his eyes and leaned forward.

Matteo reached out with his left hand and gently pulled her forward to give her a passionate kiss. They stood there in the middle of the street, kissing under the night sky. When she shifted, he let go immediately.

She touched her cheeks and said, “Does the disguise change skin tone? Am I blushing?”

Matteo chuckled and shook his head. “Not yet. Maybe we should try again?”

She laughed loudly and then covered her mouth, looking around. It was late enough that some people would already be asleep. She whispered, “Yes, let’s keep trying until we get it right.”

...

“I don’t know how you can eat that. I don’t even want to sit at the same table as you,” Chiara said with a look on her face.

It was just the two of them together for breakfast today. They were continuing their separation, so no one connected them with the five wanted fugitives.

“Eat what? They said this was a regular breakfast around here,” Matteo replied. He had spiced porridge and blood milk. It was probably the milk she was complaining about. Her own meal was more familiar to their southern tastes, scrambled eggs with tomatoes on toast.

“Don’t give me that, you know what I mean,” she said.

He smiled and took a drink of the blood milk. “Mmmm, hearty. But I guess it’s not for everyone. How have things been going with our IDs?”

“It’s harder than you would think. Ceto does portraits on their identification papers. I gotta find targets that look similar to our squad.”

“Really? Like full on painted portraits? How big are their IDs?”

“They aren’t painted. Someone draws them, I think. Might be an artifact. Anyway. I have three IDs now, still working on yours and Ashif’s. It’ll be hard to find one that will match his chubby face. Ceto isn’t as bad as Thatcham, but there still aren’t a lot of fat people around here.”

“He’s getting better. He’s been working hard and eating slim since he joined the group. I bet you could find something that could slip past a distracted guard.”

“Maybe.”

“Thanks for your hard work. I really want to do this last mission without fighting our way in and out.”

She nodded, and they went back to their food. Matteo took another big drink of the blood milk. It wasn’t great. Better than the name would suggest, but still not good. The porridge was better, but that wasn’t a high bar. He hoped that the capital’s food would be better than what was available atop the antelope.

“Oh, by the way, you’re an idiot,” Chiara said and gestured with a fork full of eggs.

Matteo tilted his head and said, “Granted. But was there a specific reason for the insult?”

“The bracelet you gave Ilaria. It was a terrible gift.”

“Hey! She likes that bracelet. I know it wasn’t very fancy, but it’s the thought that counts, right?”

“Exactly. And you didn’t put a lot of thought into this. Ilaria was happy to have the bracelet until she saw Medjay had the exact same one. That ruined it. Both of them thought they were special to you. But giving them both identical bracelets? Man. They think you see them as interchangeable, like there is nothing special about either one.”

“That’s... that’s not at all what I meant,” Matteo said with dawning horror.

She took another bite and talked with her mouth full. “You are just lucky I’m telling you about it. I don’t think Medjay would have ever let you know she didn’t like a gift you gave her. Ilaria’s got a stronger personality, but that just means she is more angry with you.”

“I was just trying to ... Giving gifts shouldn’t be this hard.”

“It isn’t hard if you put a little thought into it. You gotta give them a personalized gift, something that shows you paid attention to what they like.” Chiara shrugged. “Either that, or stop dating one of them. Or both. Seriously, I don’t understand what either of them sees in you.”

Matteo shoved her so her eggs fell on her lap. He said, “Jerk.” After a pause, he continued, “Thanks for the heads up.”

She took the eggs from her lap and flung them at his face.

Matteo took the rest of the day visiting all the shops on the antelope kaiju. There were a few different jewelry stores, but he decided to go a different direction. Something individualized, like Chiara said. He found a few things that might work, but decided not to buy them. They would be at the elephant kaiju tomorrow, and the capital would be bound to have a better selection.

He got up early the next morning to see the moving city come into view. As the sun came up, he looked towards the mountains. He understood why they called it the titan. It was enormous. It was as big as the surrounding foothills. There was a golden city atop the great beast, with tiers attached to its shoulders, expanding the city even further. Each tusk was festooned with buildings as well.

The sheer presence of the titan made it difficult to notice the other kaiju nearby. There were three of them standing near the elephant’s great feet. A scarab, an upright lizard, and a rhinoceros kaiju. They each turned away from the elephant, like they were guarding it. As if toddlers could guard a soldier.

There was another kaiju walking away from the titan. Matteo didn’t notice the chameleon kaiju until they were almost upon it. It was colored green like the grass-covered hills below it. The two kaiju slowed and stopped next to each other. Ropes were tossed to each other and a pair of bridges were secured. They both led downwards because the antelope was so much taller.

An older woman wearing dozens of necklaces walked across one of the bridges alone. A tall man with almost as many necklaces met her in the middle. They started calmly talking, but whatever the man said, the older woman did not like. She yelled and gestured and he yelled back at her. They kept pointing at the titan until the man turned around in a huff. The woman walked back to the antelope.

There were several people waiting on the edge of the bridge, and Matteo walked up to them. His perception was high enough that he could hear the conversation from the back of the crowd.

“Honored Naitoti, what news do you bring?”

“Those motherless goats... aarrg!” She started and then grit her teeth. “Not the chameleon. They are blameless. It’s the damn capital. Ceto City is officially closed.”

There was an outroar at that news with people yelling about trade agreements. Eventually, they calmed down enough to let her speak.

Naitoti said, “They are completely closed, no trade, no visits, no communication at all. The other mayor didn’t know for how long, but it’s at least a few months. They have some kaiju shit excuse about terrorists. In the meantime, we are to do our trading with one of the three lieutenants. We will have to negotiate new rates with them. Our deals with the matriarchy are void.”

This caused another outroar, and it took even longer for them to calm down. Matteo listened to the rest of their conversation, but it was a rehash of the same facts. The antelope would drop off the tribute of crystallium this afternoon, but that was the closest they could get to the titan. He wandered back to the inn to find the rest of the squad.

He felt like tearing out his hair. They couldn’t sneak aboard the elephant if literally no one was allowed aboard. They couldn’t even hide in a shipment of trade goods since that had been cut off, too. The Sisters were smarter than he had given them credit for.

Once he got everyone together, he laid out the situation.

“It’s always something,” Ashif said with a sigh.

“The greater Ma’at’s tests, the greater the reward at the end. She always balances the scales,” Chiara said.

“I’ll hold you to that once this is done,” Matteo said with a lopsided smile. He didn’t believe Ma’at was watching them, but he would love to be proven wrong.

“Is it assured that the divine spell form is in the capital? It would be a waste to devise a daring plan that gets us on the elephant, but no closer to our goal,” Medjay said.

Chiara nodded, “Pretty sure. I talked to someone and they have a version of the divine tears. They call them mother’s kisses and they can heal lost limbs. The only place to get them is aboard the titan.”

Matteo nodded. “I think we can safely assume that’s where the spell form is. They wouldn’t go to this much effort if the fake Echidna was far from here.”

“Where does that leave us, then?” Ashif said. “If people and goods are forbidden, we can assume the city is keeping a close eye on the surroundings. It’s not like we could walk up to the elephant’s feet and climb up the skin.”

“Could we kill it?” Ilaria said. “I know it’s pretty big, but Matteo has fought a kaiju before.”

Matteo shook his head. “I managed to partially blind a kaiju much smaller than this. Even with preparation, the best I could do would be to injure it.” After a moment, he continued, “Not sure if we want to attempt it even if we could. Dead kaiju don’t last long after they are killed. Weeks at most. If the elephant were to dissolve into mana, the city above would plummet to their doom.”

“They would have time to evacuate, right? Everyone knows what you do, so they could leave the city before it fell,” Ilaria said. “We could poison the crystallium shipments, and that would give them plenty of time to flee the capital.”

“I would recommend against targeting the kaiju at all. Echidna is the mother of men and kaiju. Her divine spellform would have more than enough power to save it from our attacks,” Medjay said.

Ilaria nodded and gave up the idea. The mother’s kiss was divine healing magic. It wasn’t a stretch to imagine that the patron of kaiju would extend protection and healing to the titan.

Matteo suddenly sat up straight and said, “I’m an idiot. We don’t need to worry about complicated plans. There’s a simple solution to all of this.”
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“Teleportation is anything but simple,” Ashif said. “We have to get a few pounds of crystallium and a monster core before we could even start. Once we have that, then we need to find where the divine spell form is, not just the part of the city, its exact location and elevation. And the chamber is guaranteed to be warded against teleportation, so we would have to find somewhere to appear that wouldn’t alert the Wardens.”

“Sure, sure. But we could do it, right? All of those challenges are surmountable, right?” Matteo said, as he leaned forward.

“... Maybe. I mean, even with a runic genius like myself, it would be a huge risk. If I get it wrong, a quick death is the best-case scenario. There is a reason Carcassonne built an entire teleportation building. It takes a team of operators to reduce that risk,” he hedged.

Matteo slapped his knee, “Alright then. That’s the plan. We get the ingredients and you take all the time you need to get the danger down to manageable levels. I trust all of you, so we will be doing the planning together. Let’s break this down. First on the list is crystallium. The mayor of the antelope is planning on dumping a few tons this afternoon. It shouldn’t be too hard to acquire some.”

“I already know where they have it stored. I can take that on,” Chiara said.

Matteo pointed at her. “Excellent. Don’t forget that bribery is an option. They probably won’t care about a few pounds of crystallium going missing since they are pissed at the capital right now.”

“Make it twenty pounds. The extra energy will give us a buffer,” Ashif said. Chiara nodded.

“Next step is a monster core. I’ll take that on. I doubt there will be one here, but the town atop the rhinoceros kaiju looks big enough that they might. If not, I can go hunt one. Shouldn’t be too hard since I have time to plan.”

“I will take on the task of identifying the location of the spell form,” Medjay said. “I believe I have an effective information gathering method. I can engineer a situation where I copy someone without their knowledge. Then we interrogate the duplicate. They have all the same knowledge as the original, without their inhibitions.”

“Ooh, I like that plan. We can find someone high up in the army or Wardens and learn everything about their security from their duplicate. We wouldn’t even have to torture them. It seems like bribes of cake might work,” Matteo said.

“I can guarantee you that my duplicate can be bribed with cake,” Ilaria said.

Everyone laughed and Matteo said, “Ilaria, can I bribe you with cake to work with Ashif? We need a stable spot that he can carve runes into.”

She nodded, and they split up to handle their different tasks. Matteo was excited to start looking for a monster core. He had a few ideas on how to use stored rune words to quickly take out a tier two monster.

Not that he would jump to that step right away. He was going to exhaust every safe option to get a monster core that he could. He started by asking around on the antelope. Unsurprisingly, there weren’t any atop the kaiju. They had no need for them here. Monster cores were used in teleportation, building shields, communication networks, and other applications a small town would have no need of.

Chiara was able to get thirty pounds of crystallium with a bribe. The trader in charge of the shipment was understandably angry with the capitol right now. He was going to lose money from his lost contracts. She was slightly upset about that outcome. Her infiltration skills were entirely unneeded.

The following day, the antelope connected with the rhinoceros kaiju. Matteo and Medjay headed over, each going a different direction. Medjay to the military command posted here, and Matteo to the noble neighborhood.

The first two stops were duds. The local enchanting guild and the high end shop nearby didn’t have any unused monster cores. The third stop was in the entertainment district, near the casino.

“Yeah, I can sell you a monster core,” the owner nonchalantly said.

“Wait, really?” Matteo said with his eyebrows climbing.

“Sure. It’s making me money, but if you could make me more, it’s all yours,” she said and leaned forward on the counter.

“What’s it doing for you right now?” Matteo said and looked around the shop. It had a variety of installations, a fortune telling automaton, a splatter tank, a moving picture show, and a miniature city.

“It’s installed in the Carcassonne model over there. All the little people and buildings are controlled by the core. You can jump in and pretend you are a kaiju destroying the city, and the core will have it rebuilt in a few minutes. It’s actually rather fun,” she said.

“Must not be that fun if you are willing to sell the core.”

She shrugged. “I’m interested in replacing the city with something else, not because the core is worthless.” She walked over to the city and opened a hidden compartment to pull out a palm sized monster core. It glowed a pleasing green color.

“It might work for my needs.”

“Which is what exactly? Why do you need a core?”

Matteo ignored the question and said, “How much do you want for it?”

“Twenty-two taj.”

Matteo did a quick mental conversion. A taj was three-quarters of a crown. That was less than half of the money he had with him. Just how rich had that mind controlling pirate been?

“If you want that much for it, I might as well keep looking. I won’t pay more than fifteen for it,” he said. Just because he could afford it, doesn’t mean he wasn’t going to haggle.

A few minutes later, Matteo left the store after having paid nineteen taj for the core. That had been easier than expected and a bit of a letdown. He had been psyching himself up for the fight, and now he was just... done.

...

“Alright. To summarize, we have the crystallium and monster core. Ashif is almost done carving the runes into the cave floor. Medjay has the map with the likely position of the divine spell form,” Matteo said, pointing to everyone's contribution as he went.

“What we yet lack is a plan of attack,” Medjay said.

Matteo tilted his head and said, “Did you rhyme on purpose?”

She folded her arms and mumbled, “I was just trying something out.”

With a laugh, he said, “She’s right, though. Just because we can get there doesn’t mean we can handle the defenses they have. Speaking of which, can you give us a rundown of what you know?”

Medjay perked up and said, “My information is outdated. They might have changed things up after they closed off the city. But at the time, they had a hundred guards patrolling the Hearth. That’s a temple to Echidna, much like the basilica back in Carcassonne. Mixed in with the guards are the city’s anchors, disguised as simple guards. There were five Sisters of Mercy stationed around the Hearth as well, but I believe that number has dramatically increased.”

“Thank you. So, ideas? They probably have a counter to my super fireball spell, so a direct attack is unlikely to succeed,” Matteo said.

“The main problem is the lack of information. It’s difficult to circumvent defenses you have never seen,” she replied.

Matteo sighed. “Yeah, you are right. I was hoping we could get it done in one go, but we will need to plan it out more. Anyone have an idea of where we should teleport to instead?”

“Somewhere close to the Hearth,” Ilaria said. “I bet they have that neighborhood lockdown thing going on here, too. It’s easier to patrol a few blocks instead of the entire city.”

“How about the enchanting guild?” Ashif said. “I want to get ahold of all of their runes, and we might be able to work with them to destroy the spell form.”

“You think so? I doubt they would just accept a bribe to betray their country,” Matteo said.

Ashif shook his head. “No, they wouldn’t betray their country for a bribe. They might partner with us to shift the balance of power into their own hands, though. If we remove the last source of artifacts, the enchanting guild will control the only source of magic.”

“That might work. Particularly if they don’t catch a whiff of my enchanting primer idea. If they believe that a single attack will grant them power over the country and the Matriarchy, they just might fight alongside us,” Matteo said.

Ashif wobbled his hand. “Fighting with us is a bit of a stretch. I think the best we can hope for is help that can’t be traced back to them.”

Matteo shrugged. “Good enough for me. Let’s do it. Maybe develop a few contingency plans in case it doesn’t work out. Anyway, we have the map. How long will it take you to set our teleport location there?”

“An hour or so.”

“Take your time. We won’t teleport until after dark anyway,” Matteo said and grabbed a small shard of crystallium from their pile.

Ilaria came and sat down next to him. The five of them were in a cave a few miles from the titan. Apparently, the longer the distance, the harder it was to calculate. The shallow cave was practically carved into the bedrock, so it was a good location for Ashif’s teleport spell. They needed a large, flat surface for the runes.

“What cha up to?” Ilaria said.

“It’s a test. An expensive one, I guess, but I had an idea for a contingency plan,” Matteo said and got out his golem core.

“Oh yeah? What’s the test?”

“I don’t know if you heard, but my golems are limited by my mana pool. The larger the golem I have to maintain, the quicker it burns through my mana. A little guy will last all day, but a really big one won’t last a minute,” Matteo said and pulled out an ingot of iron he had recently bought.

“Makes sense.”

“Crystallium is basically solid mana, so I was wondering if I could boost the longevity of my large golems by feeding them crystallium.”

“Huh. So you want to shovel gold down the golem’s mouth to see if it can last two minutes instead of one?”

“Basically!” Matteo said with a bright smile. “At this point, money is meaningless to me. I’ll stop wasting it after the last divine spell form is gone.”

Ilaria shivered but said nothing. Matteo knew it was hard for her to remain quiet. They had both grown up poor, even compared to the others in the small town of Tartaruga. It must hurt her to see him casually wasting a valuable resource.

Before he started, he got a baseline. He created the iron golem, six inches tall. It was funny how often his elemental golem core created something adorable. Medjay squeed and came over. While she played with the golem, he calculated the upkeep cost in mana per hour. It was three mana per hour. Matteo could keep this up for quite some time.

Then he started the test, commanding his cute friend to absorb the small shard of crystallium. The shard slurped up into its chest, whole. Matteo deflated. It hadn’t dissolved into the core like the other elements usually did. The crystallium shard was intact inside the golem’s body. He left it in there, on the off chance it would still work.

A half hour later, Ashif was ready to teleport. The sun hadn’t quite set yet, so he waited to infuse the runes with crystallium. Matteo made a meal to pass the time. He had brought along ingredients for a new dish, one of his favorites from Ceto.

Makarōna béchamel reminded him of home. If the turtle had access to a lot more spices, that is. He took flour and eggs and made a simple dough for fresh pasta. While it rested, he started on the sauce. It was a meat sauce with ground monster meat, onions, garlic, and tomatoes. The spices were half familiar, half new. Thyme, black pepper, and nutmeg were joined by green peppers, cumin, and chili. He set the sauce simmering while he finished making the noodles and grated the cheese. It wasn’t quite the mozzarella he was used to, but it was similar.

The sun had set before the meal was ready. Matteo insisted they eat before they go. It had taken him longer than expected, but he didn’t want his effort to be wasted. Once he was done, he handed out bowls to everyone and cleaned up.

“This is fantastic, Matteo,” Ilaria said with her mouth full.

“It really is,” Ashif added.

“Why haven’t you been our chef this whole time?” Chiara said.

“Thanks guys,” Matteo said with a shy smile. He was confident in his fighting ability, but he had been nervous about this new recipe.

“There is a feeling I had when I gazed upon the Ma’at divine spell form,” Medjay said. “It was a mix of awe and warm comfort. I get a hint of that feeling when I eat this dish.”

Matteo set down his bowl and blinked away tears. He walked over to where she was sitting and gave her a hug. “Thank you, I think that’s the nicest compliment anyone has ever given me.”

“You are welcome. The compliment is well deserved,” Medjay said. “Any chance of seconds?”

Matteo laughed and gave her some of his portion. Her hunger was more than he had planned on. He wanted to ask her more about her transition to human, but that had gone poorly the last time. He was keeping track of his own transformation. Both arms were entirely metal, as well as his shoulder blades and spine. Most of his skin was still intact, though, and his innards were still squishy. So far, the changes had been beneficial, but he dreaded the next step in the change.

“How did your experiment go?” Ilaria said and gestured to the metal golem keeping watch while they ate.

“Huh, I forgot to check earlier. Let’s see. It’s been two hours and I have...” Matteo trailed off as he looked at his stat screen.

	Rune Scribe Pen Bond with Matteo Del Fante
Elemental Golem Core Bond with Matteo Del Fante

	Affinity : 100%
Affinity : 62%
	Green Aptitude : 66%
Red Aptitude : 72 %

	Magic Energy : 23 (+12)
	Strength : 21 (+5)

	Flexibility : Medium
Command Method: Remote
	Agility : 33 (+3)

	Activation : Rune Words
Creation Efficiency : 1/10
	Senses : 18 (+4)

	Mana Pool : 64/64 (+35/35)
	Constitution : 30 (+4)

	Level 22 (+13)

		


He was full on mana. Even the four points he had used to create the golem in the first place had regenerated. The golem was still active, but his mana was full. That was wild. The bit of crystallium had entirely removed his upkeep costs for the little guy. That opened up so many possibilities.

“The test was a resounding success. Ashif, we are going to have to talk about the extra crystallium. I have a plan,” Matteo said and rubbed his hands together.
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The teleport completed, and the five of them popped into existence. They were in front of the enchanting guild’s building. It was a seven story building and their squad appeared in front of the second story. They fell twenty feet to the ground, some of them yelping in surprise. Chiara landed badly, and she got back up, rubbing her elbow. A check up and down the street showed that no one saw them arrive.

Ashif whispered, “Sorry. Better that we were too high than too low.”

Matteo motioned it was fine and said, “Chiara, you are up. Can you get us into that building?” He pointed at the building across the street from the enchanter’s guild. The seven story guild building was bound to have enchanted defenses they couldn’t easily circumvent. On the other hand, the pottery store was unlikely to have strong security.

Matteo looked around while she worked on it. The night was quiet and the second moon was setting. The city looked like a strange mix of founder and Ceto design. The buildings were made of metal and stone, most of them over three stories tall. They had domed roofs made of metal tiles. Most of the buildings on this street glowed faintly. Runes worked into the construction. It made for an interesting design, repeated throughout the city.

A soft click heralded Chiara’s success. They filed into the store, and she closed it behind them. They had to be careful not to knock pottery over with their packs. This was a high end store with expensive looking glazed pottery. They would notice if someone broke one.

“Since we have the time, let’s go through our plans. Ashif will approach the enchanters with our proposal in the morning. Medjay will go along, since the bracelet will match her clothing style to the enchanters. It will make them think she is one of theirs,” Matteo said. “Chiara and I will sneak headward until we can get a look at their defenses. We won’t get close, just information gathering. Ilaria, I want you to plot our escape route. There has got to be a quick way off the elephant. We just need to find it.”

“Matteo, I was hoping you could come along with us,” Ashif said. “You could act as our hired muscle. I’ll do the talking, but our argument will seem more convincing with you standing behind us looking menacing.”

He shrugged and looked at Chiara. She said, “It’s easier to sneak around without you. In fact, I think I’ll head out now before the sun comes up.”

She slipped out the door, and Ilaria followed her. They split up, one heading headward, the other tailward. The other three hid in the back of the store while patrols of soldiers passed by once an hour or so. Around dawn, they slipped out of the store and stashed their packs in a nearby alleyway.

The three of them bought breakfast from a street vendor and wandered the neighborhood while they ate. It looked like there were soldiers on every single streetcorner. They watched everyone walk by with a mistrustful gaze. Matteo did his best to ignore them, not looking away and not staring at them. They spent most of their morning browsing high-end stores as a cover for why they were in this part of town.

Matteo took the opportunity to shop for Medjay and Ilaria. He wanted to get them thoughtful and individualized gifts. Something that would help them forget his blunder with the identical bracelets. It took some time to find just what he was looking for. He had Ashif distract Medjay when he was buying her gift and again when he bought Ilaria's. He didn't want her to know a gift was coming in case it took some time before he gave them to the women. Hopefully, they would complete this job quickly and he would have all the time in the world, but he wasn't counting on it.

When enough time had passed, they circled back to the enchanter’s guild building. There was a stern-looking guard outside and Ashif walked up to him.

“Hello good sir. My master would like a meeting with the Grand Enchanter,” Ashif said. He held up his hand to forestall arguments and said, “I understand that is a large request, and I am prepared to justify it. Just not out here. May we talk behind privacy wards?”

The guard looked them up and down. Ashif had enchanted pants but a regular tunic. Matteo looked like a Ranger just come in from the wilds. Medjay stood there regally, wearing enchanted clothing from head to toe. The disguise bracelet gave her just what she needed to fit in. The guard grunted and tilted his head towards the door.

An unseen mechanism was triggered and the two large doors slid to the side. They walked into a lobby with a receptionist behind a desk. There were more sliding doors, but no stairs. The guard grunted again and rolled his wrist, motioning Ashif to get on with it.

“Yes, thank you for the chance to prove myself. The embargo on the titan has limited trade in many things, including crystallium,” Ashif said and produced a shard. He shook his bag to make the crystals clink together and continued, “My master would like a brief meeting with yours to discuss a sale and the possibility of future partnerships. We will be brief, only requesting that we speak to the Grand Enchanter and not someone of a lower position.”

The guard grunted again and gestured to the receptionist. She was a small, mousy woman that sat at the counter primly. She said, “The Grand Enchanter is very busy, may I suggest a meeting with our procurement department instead? I am sure they would be interested in what you have to offer.”

“No thank you, good sir,” Ashif said with a small bow. “Would you please check and see if your master will speak with us?”

The receptionist looked stymied for a moment. After glancing at the crystallium in Ashif’s hand again, she nodded. She leaned forward and tapped a few hidden runes on her countertop. The runes lit up, and she started talking. She summarized the situation and asked if the Grand Enchanter was available today.

To Matteo’s delight, they immediately agreed. An escort was sent down to retrieve them and the guard from earlier returned to his post. A minute later, two large men stepped out of a doorway to the left. The stairs had been hidden behind the sliding door. Both men were armored with interlocking plates covered in runes. They bowed to Medjay and led the way to a set of doors on the right.

The doors slid to the side to reveal a small room. The armed men took up positions in the corners, facing the door. Matteo looked around the room as the three of them walked inside. It was clearly a levitating platform of some sort. What he found interesting was that this appeared to be solely powered by enchanting, instead of artifacts.

The doors slid closed, and the room started moving upward. As they moved up through the floors, Matteo noticed something concerning. Medjay’s clothes were shifting. As they rose through the floors, her bracelet was shifting her appearance to fit in with the people around her, and the people on the higher floors were richer. Her enchanted clothing grew more complex and golden.

With forced casualness, Matteo shifted to block the view of the armored man to the left. The one on the right was already blocked by Ashif. Matteo did his best not to panic. He told himself that the guards behind him were focused on threats, not clothing patterns. His anxiety wasn't listening.

They arrived at their destination shortly after that. A young woman in enchanted robes bowed to them and said, “Honored guests, please follow me.”

She led them through a few hallways and pointed out four cushioned chairs. She said, “Please wait here and the Grand Enchanter will talk with you at her earliest convenience.”

Medjay nodded imperiously and sat down on the closest chair. Ashif sat down near her and Matteo stood behind them. They waited there for moments that turned into minutes. Matteo smiled. This was a negotiation tactic. That meant that the Grand Enchanter was taking them seriously.

Twenty minutes later, the young woman returned and led them into the office. It was likely the largest room in the building. Taking up half of the seventh floor, the room was expansive and mostly empty. There were floor to ceiling windows on two walls. There was a large marble desk in the center of the room with a heavily cushioned chair behind it. An older woman sat there, reading through a stack of documents. In front of the desk were two chairs, neither of them with padding.

“Please, sit. I would love to hear why my attention is needed instead of the man I delegated to handle matters like this,” the Grand Enchanter said. She wore layers of enchanted robes, each one glowing slightly from the many magical effects woven throughout.

Medjay and Ashif sat down on the chairs and Matteo stood behind them. He glanced around the room to see multiple decorations, tchotchkes, workbenches, and two heavily armed guards in two corners.

“Thank you for seeing us, Grand Enchanter. We will be brief,” Ashif said and placed a shard of crystallium on her desk. “That’s a gift for agreeing to meet with us on short notice. My master has a proposal I believe you would enjoy hearing about.”

The older woman squinted at Medjay and then rolled her eyes. “We sell those too, you know. It’s a brilliant bit of enchanting, but easy to detect if you know what you are doing. What, couldn’t afford a real enchanted outfit, so you had to compensate with a disguise bracelet?”

“Nothing of the sort,” Medjay said. “The opposite, in fact. We traveled here using methods where an enchanted outfit would stick out. We needed to arrive here with complete deniability.”

She narrowed one eye and said, “Really? You traveled to the titan after the city was fully locked down? I was given the impression that the military was good at their jobs.”

“It’s hard to ward an entire city against teleports. The good lady here brought me along since that was my specialty,” Ashif said.

“Humph. Well, what did you want to talk about? I won’t promise to believe you, but the shard has bought you a few minutes of my time,” she said.

“We have a proposal for you, one that will make us both rich,” Medjay said.

“No, not you. The one pretending to be a guard while carrying a masterwork level rune scribe pen,” she said and pointed at Matteo.

Matteo’s eyes went wide. He had been trying to keep that hidden while still being able to defend them. That woman was very observant. He smiled and shooed Medjay out of her seat.

Once he sat down, he said, “My compliments. The rumors about your intelligence are well founded.”

“Get on with it,” she said. She couldn’t conceal a small smile, though.

“I’ll get right to it. We would like to work with you to destroy the source of artifacts,” Matteo said.

“What?” she said as she pulled back.

“Oh, I assumed you were well informed. I see I must fill in a few gaps in your knowledge. Do you know why your city was suddenly cut off?”

“Terrorists. They are trying to strike at our sacred sites. First Isfet’s tree, now they want to destroy Echidna’s Hearth.”

“Close. First was the basilica in Carcassonne. It was hit a few weeks ago, right before the new artifacts started appearing. Then, when the tree was attacked, they changed again. If the hearth is destroyed, no more new artifacts will be created. At all. All three sites are sacred sites because they house complex enchantments from the time of the founders. Together, they created a worldwide spell that gave us artifacts,” Matteo said casually.

He paused for a moment to let that sink in. Then he leaned forward and said, “It is time for the era of artifacts to end. We have discovered the lost runes. The crutch of artifacts is no longer needed. I want you to help us usher in the age of the enchanters.”

She raised her eyebrows at that and glanced out the window. She turned back and said, “So you expect me to believe that this is all about artifacts and we can somehow stop them?”

“Haven’t you wondered what this was really all about? They cut off the city and beef up the security everywhere. The hearth is impossible to visit now. They have that place covered with guards, and Sisters of Mercy are patrolling the grounds. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but Sisters of Violence and Sisters of Truth are in the city too. They aren’t here to protect some random building. The real Echidna doesn’t care about holy sites, she cares about the hearth and home for every devout believer. They are here to protect the source of their power. Artifacts and relics would stop appearing, and the Sisters and royalty can’t have that. If that happened, you would be the most powerful person in the city, not them.”

“And why should I trust you? This story is as likely as the ramblings of a drunk man.”

“Check for yourself. Talk to the artifact sellers, ask them about the changes in the new artifacts. Walk by the hearth, see the Sisters of the enemy yourself. While you are at it, you can calculate exactly how much money you will earn as the only source of magic on the titan.”

“I assume you are from the Thatcham enchanters?” she said. When Matteo nodded she continued, “If you are correct this would be a huge boon to both our organizations. Assuming I can verify everything, what would you ask of us? I won’t send my men to their deaths.”

“Nothing so crude as that. All we want is the key to the teleportation wards you put up on the hearth. Nothing that will tie back to you, just a simple bit of information. Once the artifact making enchantments are down, we will leave the titan the same way we entered and the royals will be none the wiser.”

She gave him a long look as she tapped the desk. “Return this afternoon. We can talk further after I have verified everything you claim. You will have to pay another shard.”

Matteo smiled and grabbed a few shards from Ashif. He placed them on her desk as he stood. “We look forward to working with you.”

The three of them were in a good mood as they left the meeting. The Grand Enchanter seemed wary, but it was clear she understood the implications of being the only source of magic on the titan. She would probably give them the key. Then Matteo could teleport in, destroy the divine spell form, and escape. This should be safer and easier than last time.

They walked down the street to find a spot for lunch. Matteo realized they hadn’t decided on a meeting spot for Ilaria and Chiara when they were done. They would probably return to the pottery shop when their tasks were complete, but Matteo didn’t have to wait for that. He could use the new rune he learned, the message rune.

He traced it out and focused on Ilaria first. Once he felt the connection solidify, he softly said, “Hey Ilaria, this is Matteo. Is now a good time to talk?”

“No, yes. Hold on,” Ilaria sent back. After a moment, she said, “Having you whisper huskily into my ear threw me off my game. Yes, I can talk now. Are you alright?”

“Yes, just fine. We are just wondering if you want to meet up for lunch,” Matteo said.

“You can convince me to do anything with that sexy voice.”

“This is my normal voice,” Matteo said, and rolled his eyes. “We’ll see you a block south of the enchanting building.”

Next, he connected to Chiara. He intentionally spoke normally as he said, “This is Matteo. Can you talk?” There was no answer. Maybe she was still sneaking around and couldn’t risk talking. Oh well. It would just be the three of them for lunch.

“Matteo? Can you hear me?” Chiara said, her voice distorted.

“Yes, can you talk now?”

“Funny you should say that. No, I can’t talk. I can’t move at all. They captured me, and they are holding me with some kind of stasis artifact. It took me a minute to figure out how to communicate with you, but your spell seems to work even when I don’t move my mouth.”

“Shit. Where did they take you?” Matteo said. The other two turned with concerned looks on their faces.
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“I don’t know for sure. They took me tailward with a bag over my head. They have my artifact, but even if I had it, I couldn’t use it. I can’t move at all. I can’t even open my eyes,” Chiara said.

Matteo paced back and forth while he listened. Medjay asked what was wrong, but he had to focus on Chiara right now. He felt the message spell end, and he hurried to trace out another one. Once the connection was reestablished, he started talking again.

“How long did they walk before they threw you in jail or whatever?”

“I have no idea. It could have been ten minutes or twenty. I was kind of freaking out at the time. The last day or so has been rough.”

“It hasn’t been a day yet. It’s still before lunch.”

“Kaiju shit. Time moves so slowly here. I thought it had been at least a day, maybe two. I thought they had captured you too when you didn’t come looking for me.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll get you out of there. We just gotta find you first. Anything else you can remember about where they took you? Sounds, smells?”

“Oh yeah. It smells like bad body odor in here, and I hear faint shouting every so often.”

“Good, good, that should help us narrow things down.”

“Hey, listen. I’m safe here right now. Maybe you should wait to come rescue me until after you have destroyed the last divine spell form. I’d hate for this guy to catch you, too. I was more than a block away from the hearth when he got the drop on me. I didn’t even see him before he froze me.”

Matteo ground his teeth together. He wanted to ignore her and ride out to rescue her, anyway. The Sisters were probably counting on that. There must be a reason they hadn’t killed Chiara once they verified who she was. Eventually he ground out, “I’ll talk it over with everyone. No matter what, I’ll stay in touch with you and let you know what we decide.”

“Thanks, Matteo. It’s a lot easier knowing you are safe. Get the mission done and then come get me. I think you deserve a hug or two, despite your ugly face.”

Matteo laughed despite himself. The connection ended, and he turned towards Ashif and Medjay. He quickly explained the situation. They hurried over to their meeting spot with Ilaria and anxiously waited for her to arrive.

“You are not going to believe what I found for our escape route. It’s going to be epic,” Ilaria said as she walked up.

Medjay shook her head and said, “Chiara’s been kidnapped.”

That sent a shock through Ilaria. Matteo rushed to explain the situation and the clues they had about her whereabouts. Although it grated on him, he also mentioned Chiara’s request not to be rescued until the divine spell form was destroyed. She was right, but he couldn't imagine letting her languish in jail like that.

“Chiara’s not thinking straight. We can do both,” Medjay said and tapped her picture frame artifact.

A wave of relief went through Matteo. “Good point. Let’s send our copies in with a bomb while the originals go rescue Chiara.”

Ashif held up a finger. “One minor adjustment to that plan. My copy would never willingly head into danger. But he can help me carve out the teleportation runes.”

“Alright, that’s the plan. Let’s find a spot to double up.”

They slipped into an alleyway and Medjay got to work.

Echo held out his hand to Matteo and said, “Give me some gold. We gotta buy the ingredients for a bomb from the alchemists.”

Matteo dug out a stack of coins from his bag. He hesitated before handing it over. “Wait. You don’t know how to make an alchemical bomb because I don’t.”

“Nope, I don’t know, but Kate does,” Echo replied and pointed to the newly created copy.

Kate smiled brightly and said, “Yep! In fact, everyone needs to give us a bit of your gold. The ingredients will be expensive.”

Matteo had a suspicion she was lying. They couldn’t possibly need that much money for alchemical components. However, if it kept them on task, it would be worth it. They all handed over a stack of coins.

Ashif and his copy led the other duplicates headward to find a good spot for the new teleport pad. He already had the crystallium needed for the short range teleport. They didn’t have a monster core, but Ashif said it wouldn’t be needed. Since they were only sending a small device, and nothing living, he could make it work.

Once they were off, Matteo turned to Ilaria and said, “You’ve been running around tailward, right? Do you have an idea where we can search for Chiara?”

Ilaria nodded and faced tailward. She held up her hands and said, “Ten minutes' walk from here, with smells of body odor and occasional shouting. There’s actually a few different options. They got a martial arts studio, a boxing ring, a small sports stadium, and an azad field. Ceto is really into competition.”

“Let’s head that way. Keep an eye out for soldiers. We don’t want to get caught by the same bound that got the drop on Chiara,” Matteo said.

They cautiously walked tailward, keeping their artifacts at hand. Medjay grumbled to herself about not buying an enchanted weapon when she had the chance. Matteo stepped to the side and traced out a message rune.

“Hey Echo?”

“Shit! That is so weird when you aren’t expecting it,” Echo said.

“Whatever. When you are at the enchanting guild later today, will you buy us an enchanted weapon? A sonic crossbow would be nice if they have one.”

“Sure thing. I’ll leave it with Ashif when we head out for the victory celebration,” Echo said.

Matteo thanked him and cut the connection. Once the teleport ward was down, their plan would be able to go through without a hitch. Now they just had to rescue Chiara and all would be well with the world.

Well, almost. Matteo was still stressed about his transformation into an automaton. He forcefully shoved the thought to the side. He needed to focus on his friends for now.

The three of them made their way through the city. The architecture made it clear where they were heading. They transitioned from buildings made of white stone inlay with silver designs, to flat stone buildings with second stories made of wood. When they had almost reached the elephant’s hindquarters, they saw a jump in the soldier’s presence. Now there were two soldiers on every street corner.

Matteo grabbed Medjay’s hand and Ilaria’s, too. The disguise bracelet changed their clothing to match the surrounding crowd, as well as covering their metal skin with flesh tones. As they walked towards the next intersection, Medjay pulled him in for a kiss that lasted until after they passed the soldiers.

“Not that I don’t love it, but what was that for?” Matteo said.

“Soldiers often feel uncomfortable around public displays of affection. They won’t look at us as closely when we are kissing.”

Matteo didn’t know what to say to that.

Ilaria did. “Alright, my turn next.”

Sure enough, Ilaria pulled him in for a deep kiss as they neared the next set of guards. Matteo just went for it. He had realized by now that these two didn’t care about the appropriate time and place. They had affection and shared it. He should follow their example.

They passed the martial arts dojo first. Matteo discounted it right away. Chiara was being held in a windowless room, and the dojo didn’t have walls.

Their next stop was the sports stadium. It stretched three stories into the sky with large arches and sculptures of different sports. The stadium looked big enough to have a windowless room or two tucked away somewhere. As they walked up, the crowd roared. The sign out front said it was a calvinball match. It sounded like a fun game.

Matteo traced out a message rune and connected with Chiara again. “Hey buddy. How you holding up?”

“Surviving. They gave me water about an hour ago. I got a glimpse of the walls. They are gray stone with green flecks.”

“Thanks, that should help. Hey, did you hear some cheers just now?”

“No, should I have?”

“We are outside a stadium. If you didn’t just hear something, it’s the wrong stadium. About how often do you hear the cheers?”

“It’s not cheers so much as yells. Maybe some cheers, but the crowd is rowdy.”

“Alright, we’ll keep looking. Stay strong,” Matteo said. He relayed the conversation to the women at his side.

Ilaria pointed towards the boxing venue and they headed out again. They walked the streets hand in hand, trying to keep an eye out without being obvious. The further tailward they walked, the more the citizens changed. The clothing was less ornate and more utilitarian. They had the same style of designs, but the quality difference was clear. Another major difference was the height of the populace. More and more of the citizens living in this section of town were tall. They towered over Matteo and his girlfriends. Some of them were as tall as Koinet at seven feet.

Shortly after they got to the back hips, Matteo saw it. There was a large stone building with the carving of two men boxing above the entrance. It had a rounded roof with thick walls. Matteo’s enhanced vision detected green flecks in the gray stone. This was it. What cinched it for him was the casual crowd around the building. He tightened his grip on the women’s hands and turned to a side street.

“What’s up?” Ilaria said, sensing something was wrong.

“That’s it. The boxing venue is where they are keeping her, and they have dozens of people waiting to ambush us,” Matteo said.

“Dozens? I didn’t see more than just the two soldiers,” she said.

“Almost everyone on that street was an undercover soldier, or Warden or whatever,” Matteo said. “They all had the same right arm, a clockwork arm, just like my old one used to be. They tried to cover it up, but I can see the magic glow of crystallium. They are all bound with two artifacts.”

“Very astute, Matteo. I hadn’t noticed,” Medjay said. “Thank you for helping us avoid that trap. It’s concerning that the Sisters have gone to such great lengths to set up a trap for us. Not just the undercover soldiers, but the fact that they cut off so many arms and produced so many replicas of your prosthetic. They have to know artifacts are much rarer now, but they still mutilated dozens of people merely so it would be easier to catch us.”

“What do we do now?” Ilaria said.

“We wait. Once the copies destroy the last spell form, they might realize there is no point in wasting time on us anymore,” Matteo said.

“That sounds like wishful thinking.”

He nodded, “It is, but we should wait until nighttime to attempt the rescue, anyway. It will give us time to plan the rescue and it will be easier under the cover of night.”

The women agreed, and they turned headward once more. Medjay pointed out a hotel that would have a good view and they headed over there. The manager was suspicious of their specific room requests, but an extra gold coin made him forget his concerns.

Once they were inside the room, Matteo let go of Ilaria and Medjay. His hands would be sweaty by now, if that were still possible. He tapped his metal hands together, making soft, tinking sounds. Ilaria plopped on the bed and said she was going to take a nap until night fell. She invited Matteo to join her, but that seemed like a terrible idea. He didn’t think he could sleep right now, anyway.

Matteo pulled up a chair to the window, and Medjay joined him. They sat in companionable silence for a few hours. Matteo traced out another rune word while they waited. He was up to three super-shields now. Once he had four, he would be ready to attack. He checked in with Chiara every so often, letting her know the plan and keeping her sane. After enough calls, they identified which corner of the building she was in. That would be enough for Matteo to carve his way in and rescue her.

Early afternoon, Medjay whispered to him, “Are you well? Your facial expressions are making me worried.”

“I was just thinking about my family. You know the soldiers with two artifacts? All of them have the same arm, a copy of the arm I used to have. I was thinking about were they would have gotten the design. The Sisters might have found my family and gotten the design from my dad.”

“That’s one possibility. It doesn’t seem likely though. How would they have connected you with the turtle, let alone discovered your name? Far more likely is the possibility that one of my Sisters remembered your arm from when they captured you. They would have searched for an explanation for how we escaped and discovered the truth.”

“Yes, or one of the criminals I broke out with told them. I know there are other possibilities. I worry though. After this, I want to go home right away.”

“Let’s talk of something else. How are you handling your transformation?”

“I’m trying not to think about it much. I don’t want to be an automaton, I really don’t. I might be able to halt the transformation with a prayer in person, but that would endanger our mission. I’ve always said I am willing to risk my life for the cause, this is me risking my life.”

“Life as an automaton isn’t bad at all. You will be stronger and more resilient, with enhanced senses.”

“And a drastically reduced lifespan. I refuse to use the same methods the Sisters did to extend their lives,” Matteo said with a shuddering breath.

“It doesn’t have to be that way. We can steal the mana potions the Sisters have already created. They -” Medjay cut off halfway through her sentence.

“What?”

“My connection to the duplicates was severed. They were destroyed.”

Matteo swore and jumped up.


Book 3 Chapter 34: Attack on Titan

Matteo made for the door, before spinning in place. He was freaking out, he needed to think this through. He started by tracing out the message rune.

As soon as the spell connected he said, “Ashif! Are you ok?”

“No, not really,” Ashif huffed out. He was running somewhere and sounded pained. “The enchanter’s guild betrayed us. The only reason I am still alive is they didn’t expect me to have a relic.”

“Where are you?”

“I don’t know. I broke the window and used my walls to slide to the next building over. I’ve been building bridges across rooftops, heading tailward. The bastards haven’t caught up with me yet, but it’s only a matter of time until they get one of their anchors flying after me.”

“Alright, stay safe. We are coming towards you. Hide if you need to, I will message you again when we are close,” Matteo said.

“What’s going on?” a sleepy Ilaria said.

“The enchanters double crossed us. All the copies are dead and Ashif is running for his life,” Matteo said.

That woke her up fully, and she jumped out of bed. “Let’s go!”

As one they raced down the stairs and into the streets. Matteo didn’t bother holding Medjay’s hand. Running through the streets would be suspicious, whether or not they saw his metal arms. Case in point, a pair of soldiers stepped away from the curb with their hands out.

Ilaria didn’t wait for them to speak, instead sending a pair of lightning attacks their way. They fell twitching to the ground. As Matteo hopped over one of them he commended Ilaria for holding back. The mundane soldiers were incapacitated, not dead.

Matteo led the way headward, sometimes knocking out guards, sometimes slipping through narrow alleyways. As he ran, he contacted Ashif again.

“You still with us, Ashif?”

“For now. There are soldiers everywhere. I’m hiding in a pink building mid-back. They have a tracker - shit, got to go,” Ashif cut off and the sounds of running came over the connection.

“Stay alive, friend, we are on our way,” Matteo said. As he talked, there was a deep thundering sound a few blocks headward.

“You should turn back,” Ashif huffed out. “The anchors, they, they leveled the pink building. It’s gone. Dozens dead on the chance they might get me. They’re gonna catch me soon. Don’t let them catch you too, keep the mission alive.”

“We aren’t going to abandon you. Don’t even think about it,” Matteo said.

A minute later, he saw movement out of the corner of his eye. It was Ashif sliding down a metal wall suspended in the air. He was going from the fourth floor of one building down to the third of another. Matteo pointed him out and the three of them ran faster. There were a half dozen anchors following him, some flying and one running through walls.

There were soldiers ahead of Ashif too, one of them already attacking. The soldier did something to the bricks of the building, and the third floor started collapsing in on itself. Matteo had already traced out an illuminate jet and cast it at the soldier.

The bright beam of light cut through the man’s neck, decapitating him in an instant. As the soldier’s head fell to the ground, the building stopped deforming. Ashif burst out of a broken window a few moments later. He slid out of the window and onto a wall he had just created.

His escape was cut off before he made it to the next building. A rain of apples and shoes fell on the edge of his wall, blocking his path to the second-story window. Matteo turned a corner to see three more soldiers. They were sporting the mechanical arms that meant they had two artifacts each.

They hadn’t seen Matteo join them in the street, having kept their focus on Ashif. A tendril of fire burst from one of the soldiers, forming into a snake that started slithering up the wall. Ashif jumped off his wall and created another one facing away from the men on the ground. He started to slide away, but the wall suddenly changed orientation. It tilted the other way, making Ashif tumble to his back and slide back towards them. A soldier had his hand dramatically raised towards the wall. He must have an artifact that could control walls or metal.

Ashif dismissed the wall and created a new one, heading the correct direction once more. The soldier attempted to send him tumbling again, but he was ready this time. The two bound wrestled for control, sending the wall teetering back and forth. A large shoe fell from the sky, bonking Ashif on the head and disrupting his concentration.

While he was distracted, the fire snake slithered over towards Ashif and leapt from the second story, its flaming mouth wide enough to swallow him whole.

Matteo was still a half block away, but he had to act now. They had been running closer to ambush the soldiers, but they were out of time. He pointed his pen at Ashif and cast one of the three stored rune words. The green light raced through the air and enveloped Ashif an instant before the snake closed its mouth on him.

Moments later Ashif burst out of the flaming summon. He was covered head to toe in the green super-armor, more than strong enough to handle anything these three soldiers could throw at him. While they were distracted by Ashif, Matteo traced out and cast a fan rune.

The rune was mostly instinctual after his time on the ship. He cast it directly in the middle of the trio and held up a hand to block the spray. The fan appeared and was shattered almost instantly. One of the soldiers had a defensive artifact of some kind.

Matteo traced out an illuminate jet instead and cast it at their necks. The cutting beam of light was intercepted by a small plate of steel. It hovered in the air, following Matteo’s attack perfectly. It burnt through the steel plate, but the soldier wore dozens attached to his armor. When one plate was used up, another flew up to take its place.

Those two attacks were more than enough to divert attention from Ashif to Matteo and the women. A second fire snake sprung out of one of the bound and slithered towards the newcomers. Matteo traced out a waterjet spell and speared it through the forehead. It wasn’t enough to kill it. The flaming summons shrunk slightly, but continued on.

While Matteo was failing to stop the snake, Ilaria sent a branching lightning attack towards the three soldiers. A steel plate jumped off his armor and stopped some of the strike, but the rest continued. They failed to land though, a mass of apples and shoes appeared to intercept.

Matteo growled. Their attacks were blocked, but the fire snake kept coming. He jogged backwards as he started tracing out something new. Medjay tapped his shoulder and Echo appeared. Ilaria’s copy and Kate appeared a moment later. The three duplicates sprinted forward without needing instructions.

As they ran into melee range, the fire snake snapped up Ilaria’s copy and dissolved her into mana once more. Kate and Echo kept running, knowing that the soldiers might be vulnerable up close.

Matteo finished his rune, an ice-trap rune. The spell formed in front of the snake and was immediately triggered. A spray of cold air washed over the fire summons. Where fire met ice, they neutralized each other and turned to a mist of mana.

A second and third fire snake appeared and started slithering down the street. A dozen knives lifted up from one of the soldier’s hands, spinning faster and faster.

Matteo ducked instinctively, frantically tracing out an armor rune. Before he could complete it, Ashif made his move. This whole time he had been sneaking up on the soldiers and reshaping his armor. Huge green fists slammed down on top of the soldiers, pulping two of them. The soldier with the metal controlling artifact had been able to keep himself intact. A moment later, Ilaria cooked him inside his armor.

The fire snakes fell apart, and the street was silent once more.

Ashif stomped over to Matteo, Ilaria, and Medjay. He opened up his mana visor and said, “Thanks for the save; I thought I was a goner.”

Before anyone could respond, a half dozen soldiers slid around the corner at the end of the block.

Matteo yelled, “Run!” and followed his own advice.

The four of them turned the corner as hundreds of blue blobs filled the air behind them. Matteo headed straight down the road, the edge of the kaiju in sight. He turned back and hit Medjay and Ilaria with the remaining two rune words. Their super-shields formed around them as they ran.

He said, “Time for Plan B. Keep running and jump off the edge. You can reshape your shield into a bird to fly. Head towards the rhino and hide.”

“I’m not leaving you behind,” Medjay said seriously.

“Trust me, I have a plan. Duplicate me and he can give you the rundown.” Matteo said, keeping an eye behind them.

She hesitated, then pulled out her frame artifact and created Echo. As soon as he appeared, Matteo pivoted and ran for a nearby building. He motioned for them to keep running, and they reluctantly obeyed.

Matteo put his shoulder into it and rammed the door. The lock broke, and he fell into the building. He got up and slammed the door shut behind himself. He hurried over to the window and peeked out. It didn’t seem like any of the soldiers saw him, they were still chasing after the other four. They leapt off of the edge of the kaiju and plummeted out of sight. Matteo’s heart clenched as he hoped that they could fly with the super-shield.

There was nothing he could do about it now. He ducked down as the soldiers ran past. The building he had burst into was a luxurious home. Someone yelled, “Who’s there?” from the second story.

Matteo ignored them and ran to the back of the house and broke out the back door. He probably didn’t need to do that, but he wanted to leave a trail in case anyone tracked him through here. As soon as he was in the alleyway behind the mansion, he turned and ran towards the neighbors. This time he carefully opened a window and slipped inside.

No one would assume he would hide directly next to the house he broke into. He found a closet and slipped inside, shutting the door behind himself. It took him a moment to calm his breathing. He pulled off his bag and started rifling through it.

If he was going to make Plan B work now, he would need every advantage he could get. He had one last artifact left. A level fifty-one red magic horn. He had been planning on selling or giving it away in the new world without goddesses. But he needed it now. He absorbed it and selected his artifact to upgrade. He quickly checked to see what changes his last level up would give him.

	Rune Scribe Pen Bond with Matteo Del Fante
Elemental Golem Core Bond with Matteo Del Fante

	Affinity : 100%
Affinity : 62%
	Green Aptitude : 66%
Red Aptitude : 72 %

	Magic Energy : 23 (+12)
	Strength : 21 (+5)

	Flexibility : Medium
Command Method: Remote
	Agility : 33 (+3)

	Activation : Rune Words
Creation Efficiency : 1/3
	Senses : 18 (+4)

	Mana Pool : 51/64 (+30/35)
	Constitution : 30 (+4)

	Level 22 (+14)

		


The change hit his creation efficiently, instead of 1/10th of the material being used, it was now 1/3rd. It was a good step towards making the impossible, possible. Plan B was to create a golem out of the mountain. One big enough to fight a kaiju.


Book 3 Chapter 35: Clash of the Titans

Before they teleported onto the elephant kaiju, Matteo had separated out half of their free crystallium crystals and hid them in the cave with his elemental golem core and a block of stone. Everything was in place to create the largest golem the world has ever seen.

Matteo closed his eyes and sent his consciousness into the golem core. He absorbed the stone and the crystallium. Then he got to work. The cave had been dug into the bedrock, so his elemental golem had all the stone it needed. With a mental command, the golem started sucking up stone, ton after ton. The ground rumbled from the sudden shifting of bedrock. When he felt like the core couldn’t handle any more, he stood up.

It must have looked strange to the outside viewer. First, the foothills and half the mountain collapsed in on itself, and then a golem the size of a kaiju stood up in its spot. Matteo had to see it himself. He returned to his body. Immediately, he gasped for air. He felt like that had only been a few moments, but his need for air meant it must have been minutes.

He snuck out of the house while he thought about it. Kaiju always walked slowly, like they were moving through molasses. Maybe anything at that scale operated on a slower time frame, not just kaiju.

When he reached the edge of the elephant, he wasn’t alone. There were hundreds of people crowding the outer edge of the city. The same streets that had been empty a moment ago were now filled. Despite the lockdown, everyone wanted to see the moving mountain.

As Matteo arrived, he saw that even the soldiers were staring slack jawed at the enormous golem. It was a stone behemoth, towering above the landscape. A third of the mountain was gone. Bits of earth and forest were falling off its shoulders as it slowly stood up. The golem was still following the command to stand up, only now straightening its back.

This was a problem. His enormous golem was exactly what he needed to distract the city. But if he couldn’t pilot it around without suffocating, it would be useless. He didn’t have forever to figure this out. Even the two minutes he had spent walking over here had used up some of the crystallium embedded in the golem. Once those were gone, it would fall apart.

He snapped his fingers. The message rune. The golem followed verbal commands, maybe he could connect to it with his message spell. He left the crowd and found himself another spot to hide in. He spared a thought for the three squad members he had sent down to the rhinoceros kaiju. They were probably angry with him. He had promised a plan, but the only plan was to get them out of the way in case the golem smashed the wrong part of town.

To his relief, the spell connected with the golem core. He said, “Run to the elephant.”

He would need to give it more instructions, but he wanted to see if this would work first. He had to wait several long minutes to find out. The golem finished straightening up and slowly turned its head. Matteo waited for it to take a step. For the longest time, it stood there motionless. Then it started leaning forward, a foot raising up from the hole in the ground it came from.

A few minutes later, Matteo could tell it had understood. It was heading directly for the elephant kaiju. The titan’s director must have seen that and was already turning the kaiju to face the golem. The rhino kaiju was already facing the moving mountain and started running towards it.

As much as Matteo wanted to stay here and watch it play out in slow motion, he had to take advantage of the distraction it caused. He turned and jogged tailward, heading back to where they held Chiara. He dodged around patrols and snuck past soldiers until he was back at the boxing arena.

There were still soldiers guarding it, but they weren’t hiding anymore. They were standing in a ring around the building, holding their artifacts ready to attack. He could see six of them from here, and there were probably four more where he couldn’t see. That was half of what it was before, they must have sent some headward looking for his squad. Either that or they had gone to the edge of the kaiju to look at the enormous golem heading this way.

Matteo eyed his mana. He had just over eighty points left. He wanted to keep as much as he could, so he could maintain the golem after the crystallium ran out. Mentally, he ran through the list of runes and rune words he knew. There had to be a cost effective way to ambush them.

A thought occurred to him and he glanced back at the soldiers to double check. Each one of them had a clockwork right arm. That meant they were bound with two artifacts. It also might be a weakness he could exploit. He started tracing out runes as he moved closer.

They spotted him when he was still a half a block away. Matteo wished that he had thought to take Medjay’s disguise bracelet. Once they saw him, he unleashed his attack immediately. He had three vibration runes stored, and he unleashed two of them at the soldiers.

Pressure waves flew at them, one after another. When the spells hit, some of the soldiers were pushed back, others stood firm. The vibration jostled their internal organs but their bound constitution was enough to keep them standing. Their metal arms weren’t as lucky. The delicate cogs and gears were no match for the constant vibrations. All six of the soldiers lost their prosthetic arms in a spray of metal.

They fell to the ground, moaning in pain. Matteo knew that feeling of losing access to your artifact, the soul deep pain. They wouldn’t be getting back up anytime soon. He jumped over their prone bodies and raced up to the corner of the building. Thankfully, he had angled the vibration attack away from the building so it was still standing.

Matteo traced out a force sword rune, but before he could use it, four more soldiers ran over from behind the building. He took care of them with another vibration rune and got back to work. He sliced open the outer wall of the building, careful not to cut too deep. When the wall fell outward, he was glad that he had been careful. Chiara was lying on the ground a few feet from the edge of the room.

She was trying to free herself from her restraints. Matteo was happy to see she was moving around. That meant he had incapacitated whoever had been keeping her frozen. He helped her untie her restraints and stand up.

“Where’s your artifact?” Matteo said as he walked towards the door. It took a single kick to break it open. Clearly, they put a lot of faith in the artifact that kept Chiara frozen.

“It’s that way,” Chiara said and pointed out the hole in the wall.

Matteo chuckled and jogged back out of the building. Chiara ran up to a downed soldier. She picked up a bag with her honey stirrer in it and they raced headward. A few of the soldiers stood up before they ran out of sight, but they couldn’t bring their artifacts to bear yet.

“Where are we going?” Chiara huffed out.

Matteo looked around, trying to avoid any patrols as he slipped through courtyards and alleyways, “We need to find somewhere to hide for about an hour or so, I’m directing my buddy over there and I need to focus.”

She looked to the left and stumbled, only barely catching herself before faceplanting. She got back up, but kept looking left as she followed Matteo. He could see why she was surprised. His elemental golem was stepping around the rhino kaiju now. The rhino’s horn was scraping along its leg, but the moving mountain wasn’t going to be stopped. It had too much momentum and mass.

It was hard for Matteo not to get distracted as well. His little artifact had made a golem so big it looked like the landscape had gotten up and was rushing up to meet you. His sense of scale and balance were fighting each other.

Chiara found a good spot and pulled him into a library. It was completely empty. The few patrons the library normally had were already outside watching the approaching mountain. They found a table in the back behind several rows of bookshelves. Matteo lay under it and took several deep breaths.

He jumped into the golem, piloting it for just a moment. Only long enough to course correct the next step, heading more directly towards the hearth. The dome where the Echidna divine spell form rose up from the elephant’s back like a particularly large boil. There were soldiers scurrying about, setting up row after row of ballista.

Matteo returned to his body before they fired. This time he didn’t wake up gasping, only slightly out of breath. He looked up to see Chiara peeking around the bookshelves.

“Anything happen while I was out?” he softly called.

“No one has come by. Hey, what’s going on? Where is everyone else?” she said.

“Sorry, I kind of passed out without telling you anything,” Matteo said. He gave her a rundown of everything that had happened, from the enchanting guild’s betrayal to Matteo sending them off the titan with super-shields.

“So you don’t even know if they made it to the rhino?” Chiara said, shocked.

“Uhh. That’s a good point,” Matteo said. He quickly traced out a message rune and sent it questing for Medjay. He felt it connect and said, “Hey Medjay. Did you guys make it down ok? Is everyone all right?”

“Oh, thank the goddesses. When we didn’t hear from you we feared the worst. Yes, the three of us are fine. Echo went splat, but he seemed to be having a fun time until then. We dismissed our shields and have rented the top floor of a nice hotel. The proprietor is very nervous, but we have paid her well,” she said.

“Sorry I didn’t call sooner. I don’t know if you have a good view of it from your end, but I’m working on Plan B right now.”

“Yes, we have seen your gargantuan creation. I’m shocked that it's possible.”

“It’s all about the crystallium. I figure if it’s enough to keep a kaiju going, it should be enough to keep my golem going, at least for a few hours. Anyway, tell everyone I’m fine and we’ll meet up again after my golem is done wrecking their shit.”

Medjay laughed, and he ended the connection. Chiara suggested they move up to the roof of the building. The library’s roof was tall enough that they should have a good view of the defenses the sisters were setting up on the kaiju.

He agreed, and they climbed up the domed roof of the building. There was a decorative pergola up top. Chiara used it to look off to the left where the soldiers were getting ready. Matteo decided to take a more direct look and into the golem again. This time he felt dozens of pinpricks hit him from his head down to his legs. The city was firing all of their ballista at the approaching golem. Not some, all. They had moved all the ballista from every emplacement on the titan to that one spot and were firing one after another. Huge chunks of stone were being blasted off the golem’s body. He still had plenty of stone left, but they were making progress. Matteo moved his hand to shield his face and ran faster.

He returned to his body and took a few big breaths. He sat up and didn’t see Chiara. She wasn’t on top of the roof with him, and she wasn’t in the library either. He grumbled to himself and traced out another message rune.

“Chiara. Please tell me you didn’t get caught again.” Matteo said.

“No, no. I’m fine. But I think you better get over here. They are putting something together, it’s a weapon of some kind. It’s huge and they are using several different relics to add to its destructive power. I can hear them arguing about targeting from here. I think you better get over here.”

Matteo sighed and stood up, “Alright, I’m on my way.”

“Oh shit. Too late.”


Book 3 Chapter 36: Proud Parents

The sound of rolling thunder was followed by a loud hum and then a booming crack. It was a sound he could feel in his chest, like reality was rupturing. A blinding white light speared out from the elephant kaiju, directly towards the mountain sized golem.

Matteo threw up his hand to block the light, but he was too late. He saw nothing but white. Furious blinking did nothing. It took thirty seconds before his vision started to return. Vague shapes resolved themselves.

The golem was still standing, but it had been hit hard. Its left arm was gone below the elbow, and its head had a huge hole bored all the way through it. Bits of stone were still falling from the center of the head. It looked like it was about to collapse at any moment.

He sniggered. They had used their super attack to target the golem’s head. It was a wasted shot. The head was mostly decorative. The golem’s core always stayed in its torso. With a smile, Matteo lay back down. He was going to end this now.

Once he was back in the golem’s body he focused on the top of the titan. The hole through his head impeded his vision, but he got the general idea. He was directly in front of the hearth, a bubble atop the elephant’s skin. The kaiju was turning, its large tusks swinging towards his body.

The titan was taller than the golem. There was enough weight behind that swinging tusk to knock the golem off its feet. Matteo couldn’t afford to let that happen. The crystallium powering his golem had to be running low. He needed to make the next few moments count.

With his one intact arm, Matteo made an overhead swing. His fist was as big as an entire city block. He forced it up and over, aiming for the Hearth with every ounce of his intent. As his arm swung down, the soldiers and Sisters attacked, pouring every ounce of magical power into their defense. From his slowed perspective, it looked like a swarm of multicolored fireflies. They broke themselves upon his shoulder joint in an unending wave of determination.

Halfway through his swing, a huge crack started up across his shoulder. It widened, doubling in size an instant after it appeared. The defenders redoubled their efforts, making the sky glow with multicolored mana. It wasn’t enough.

The golem’s fist impacted the warded hearth with a loud crack. It wasn’t slowed at all, continuing on to disrupt the divine spell form and shatter the stone anchor. The fist’s momentum continued on to impact elephant skin, creating an earthquake that rocked the city.

Matteo disengaged from the golem and sat up with a gasp. Chiara was watching over him once more. He felt the elemental golem core start sucking down his mana. It must have run out of the crystallium. With a quick mental command, he deactivated his core artifact. The immense golem dissolved into wisps of mana. It was a blue cloud that wafted away in the wind. Matteo knew that his golem core was plummeting to the ground, but it was too tiny to see from here.

When Chiara heard him awake, she knelt and placed a hand over his mouth. She leaned in and whispered, “They got hunters after us. Some of them are rooting around downstairs.”

With a nod, he stood up. She pointed to a nearby building, and they both crept onto the roof. Slowly, they made their way to the edge of the roof. Matteo found himself wishing Ashif was here so they could use his walls to walk from one roof to another.

A sound behind him made him freeze. It was the hunters walking up the stairs to the pergola. He looked across the gap. Even if they ran, they wouldn’t make it out of sight in time. He turned and dropped, catching the rain gutter at the last moment. Chiara followed suit a moment later. They heard talking in the distance.

“I thought you said your artifact was foolproof. I don’t see them,” a voice grumbled.

“They’re here. I’m sure of it. They must be hiding in the attic or something,” a second voice replied.

They tramped back down the metal stairs. Matteo looked down. They were three stories above street level. There were a few people walking by, but not many. Most people were still complying with the army’s stay at home order. Matteo whispered for her to follow him, then he let go. The wind was loud in his ears as he fell all the way to the ground. He rolled as he landed and popped back up. With his high constitution, he probably wouldn’t even bruise from the landing.

Chiara hung on for several long seconds before she finally let go. Matteo caught her, but the momentum still had them falling to the ground in a tumble of limbs. As they stood up, she turned to her left. There was a man standing there, staring at them.

“Heh, sorry. I’m a klutz. No one’s hurt, don’t worry,” Chiara said.

“That’s not...” the man trailed off.

“You doing ok, buddy?” Matteo said as he walked over. He needed to be closer in case he needed to silence the man.

The stranger must have sensed something and said, “I’m fine, it’s fine. I thought I saw something strange, but my eyes were playing tricks on me. Time to get back home, sundown is curfew.”

Matteo nodded and walked back to Chiara. The two of them needed to get out of here. Preferably off the titan entirely. His first thought was two super-shields, but he only had forty points of mana left, less than what he needed for one. Then he remembered something. He traced out a message rune, hoping he wasn’t wasting the mana.

“Hey Ilaria, can you talk?”

“Whoo hoo! You did it! We saw the divine explosion from here,” she exclaimed.

Matteo allowed himself a smile and said, “We did. It was a team effort. I can’t wait to celebrate with you. Anyway, the soldiers are still after us. You said you had a way off the elephant?”

“Oh yeah. I wish I had been able to use it. It would have been a better way down.”

“I thought it would be fun to fly with the super-shield,” he said.

She laughed. “None of us flew, Matteo. We fell like a stone while dozens of Wardens tried to shoot us out of the sky.”

“Wait, you didn’t reshape the armor into a bird shape?”

“We did, but that only helped us direct where we fell. None of us came close to flying. If it wasn’t for the magical protection, we would have gone splat like Echo did.”

“Huh. Thank Ma’at the spell still protected you. I really thought that would work. I’m sorry I risked your life like that.”

“Don’t worry about it. You are going to want to head tailward. There is a red building on the back right hip. You want to talk to a guy there named Sironka. He’s got what you need.”

“What is it, exactly?”

“You’ll see. Just make sure to bring all your gold.”

...

“I don’t know if I can trust this thing,” Chiara said dubiously.

“Me either, but I don’t have a better plan. Ilaria said this was her plan for escape, so I guess she trusted him,” Matteo replied as he stared at the sled.

Ilaria had directed them to Sironka, who turned out to be a smuggler. Despite the military’s insistence that the titan remain locked down, the rich still wanted their luxuries. One of the smugglers was willing to take them down in his transport. It was a sled. A flying sled with dozens of runes carved into the ten foot by five-foot skid. There were handles around the edges, but it didn’t look like something that could fly. They had verified that it could hover, but that was it.

Supposedly, it also had runes that made the viewer disregard the sled, but they only worked at a distance. Matteo wanted to test this feature, but the smuggler wouldn’t allow it out of his sight. They would head down just after sunset. Sironka said that was when the guards were the least attentive.

“Hop aboard. It’s time to go. You don’t want to be left behind, ya?” Sironka said.

“We’re coming,” Matteo said and hopped aboard the floating sled.

Chiara shook her head, but hopped aboard as well.

Sironka smiled and said, “You might want to sit down. And no screaming, they can still hear you.”

Matteo sat down and grabbed the handles. Chiara joined him and asked, “What do you mean, screaming? I thought you said this was safe.”

“Safe enough, now hush. It’s time.”

They slid out of the rear of the building and off the edge of the elephant’s skin. Sironka touched runes, one after another, to correct the sled’s flight. When they were hovering above the rear of the rhino, he touched another rune and they dropped.

They were in freefall. Chiara grabbed the sled handles and held on tight. Matteo’s grip tightened, and he had to force his mouth shut to keep from screaming. They fell and fell, the wind screaming past their ears. When they were a few dozen feet away from the kaiju, Sironka engaged the runes again and brought them to a sudden stop. There was a slight bump as they landed.

“What the hell was that? Trying to get us killed?” Chiara whisper-yelled as she got in Sironka’s face.

He laughed softly and held up his hands. “Just saving a bit of crystallium. Flight is very expensive, so we take the quick way down, ya?”

She kneed him in the groin and stalked off. Matteo shrugged and followed her. A bit overkill in his mind, but the smuggler did drop them out of the sky.

It didn’t take long to meet up with the rest of the squad. They had taken over the top floor of a hotel only a few blocks away. The party had started without them, but Chiara and Matteo were happy to join in. They had a feast and several bottles of beer, wine, and mead. Ashif taught them a Carcassonne drinking song. Matteo, Ilaria and Chiara sang a song from their hometown. Medjay didn't know any drinking songs, but she knew a lot of bawdy jokes. They laughed themselves silly.

Several hours later, Matteo found his way out to the hotel balcony. He sat down and stared up at the stars. He felt strange. The mission was a success, but he didn't feel like it was over. Maybe he didn’t know how to relax anymore. He had been in fight mode for months, about half a year now. It would probably be awhile before he was able to really calm down and get back to normal. Maybe it was his worry about his parents. The soldiers with clockwork arms made him think that they might have got the design from his hometown.

Medjay and Ilaria came out, sitting next to him on either side. They didn’t say anything, instead just looking up into the sky. He reached out and grabbed their hands, interlocking his fingers. A feeling of warmth washed over him.

They sat like that for a few minutes until the peaceful moment was interrupted. The night sky started getting brighter and brighter. There were shapes forming out of light in the sky. A feeling pressed down on him. This was divine magic. The shapes formed into three people, large enough to dominate the entire sky.

Shock tingled through his body as he recognized these forms. Ma’at hovered there with her wings and scales. Isfet had a cat on her shoulders and a snake coiled around her legs. Echidna stood between them wearing a crown and holding a baby boy and tiger cub.

A tone range out, like the world's largest bell had been rung. It was a soft sound, but it shook his soul. The city awoke, walking out and staring at the sky in shock.

“Well done, my children. I am proud of you,” Echidna said.

Isfet hovered to the middle and spoke. “Congratulations on your progress. You have overcome much to get to this point.”

Ma’at smiled at her sister and said, “Justice has prevailed and you have beaten your challenges, thrown off your caretakers, and destroyed your shackles. We could not be happier with your progress to the next step of your civilization.”

Echidna said, “We cannot be with you now, but know that we love you. We invite you to join us. We hope to see you soon. The guide will help you join us.”

“Your next challenge is to throw off the shackles of this world. Please, come join us in the heavens,” Isfet said.

“It will be difficult, and may take many generations. It can be done. We have given you all that is fair, and trust that you will learn and grow along the journey. By the time you join us, we expect you to have earned your place among us,” Ma’at said and turned. She took a step and dissipated into nothing.

“Until we meet again,” Echidna said and faded away.

“We will wait for you here,” Isfet said and pointed to her right eye. “Don’t make us wait too long.” She faded away, but her right eye stayed. It was a new star in the sky, shining brighter than most.

Matteo stared into the night sky, his mouth wide open. He stood there unmoving as the city erupted. Some of them yelled for joy, others panicked. Matteo and his squad knew about the divine spell forms, but most had not. The citizens of the world were discovering that the goddesses were real, only to see them leave. It was like finding out you had magical armor the moment it broke.

Medjay started softly crying, although no tears dripped down her metal face. “I missed them so much. It was good to hear their voices again, even if only for a moment.”

“Did you know that was going to happen?” Ilaria said, looking at Matteo and Medjay.

“No. I had no idea,” Medjay said.

“What was that? Were the goddesses really there, or was it another spell form?” Ashif said.

“Both and neither,” a new voice said.

The squad spun to see who had spoken. A man was hovering in the air just past the balcony. He wore black robes with white sparkles and his skin glowed slightly. He smiled indulgently at their expressions of shock and said, “I can explain.”


Book 3 Chapter 37: Seeds of Chaos and Love

“Who are you and what do you want?” Matteo said, his hand tracing out a fan rune on its own.

The glowing man said, “My name is Atticus. I am a messenger of the pantheon, and I have come to award your team for completing the celestial quest.”

“Quest? They were watching us this whole time?” Matteo said, glancing at the night sky.

“No, they are busy with other matters. The message you saw was a recording. It was a celestial echo triggered by completing the quest they set forth in the guide.”

“Quest? Guide? I have no idea what you are talking about.”

Atticus tilted his head. “How do you not know about the quest if you were the ones to complete it? The records show this team was the one to complete all three challenges. Were you working on the orders of another?”

“No, this was our idea. We knew that the divine spell forms were key to the Sister’s immortality. We couldn’t take them on directly, so we destroyed the fake divinities to stop their tyranny.”

Up until now, the glowing man had been floating in the air with a sense of self-assuredness. That fell away, and he said, “What?”

“Yeah... I feel like there is a lot here we don’t understand. How about you start from the beginning and I’ll fill in the rest,” Matteo said hopefully.

Atticus closed his eyes and put a hand across his eyes. “Yeah, not a bad idea.” He walked forward, stepping across the air and through the balcony railing. He waved their shock away and said, “Don’t worry about it. I’m not really here. I’m still in the galactic core. This is just a projection.”

Matteo sat down. Medjay and Ilaria joined him. Chiara stayed where she was on the other side of the room and Ashif stood behind Matteo.

“Let’s start with the crèche version and go from there,” Atticus said. “A group of celestials have been seeding the worlds for millennia. They make them habitable and bring humans over from the old world. Your world, Minya, was one of the more recent ones. Humans have been here for only two hundred years or so. Every new world goes through a few phases. First, the celestials provide everything, housing, food, etc.

“Then, when civilization is established, the trials start. Monsters and kaiju attack, and artifacts and celestial spell forms protect. Civilization must overcome their trials to be admitted into the galactic civilization. Not only defeating all the attackers, but throwing off the crutches of the defenders as well. The guide is there to help you build your own tools to accomplish that feat. Once you are strong enough to stand on your own, then you can begin the next phase of civilization, the quest to the stars. Any of that sound familiar?” Atticus stopped there with a raised eyebrow.

“No. Not a word. What is a celestial anyway? Is it like a goddess?”

Atticus frowned. “No, there is no such thing as a divinity. We frown on any worship or organized religion. Think of them as your elders. They wish to guide you along the path to civilization, while leaving you as much freedom as possible.”

Chiara stepped forward. “How can you say there is no divinity? Ma’at is real. We have seen her talk to us and I have felt the divinity in her echoes here on Minya. Her divine reach is felt with every answered prayer throughout time.”

“Prayers? No, Ma’at doesn’t answer prayers. None of the celestials do. Even if they wanted to help you out, they left this world decades ago. Ma’at is here in the core with me, and her sister Isfet is fighting on the front lines. I don’t know where Echidna is right now, but it isn’t here.”

Medjay tilted her head. “Are you sure about that? I certainly remember praying to the goddesses and receiving answers.”

“Talking to them doesn’t count as a prayer. Remote communication is possible no matter who you are,” Atticus said. He stared at Medjay. “What are you, anyway? You two look like a mix of servitors and humans.”

“It’s kind of a long story,” Matteo said. “The short version is that we are a mix between metal and flesh, but would much prefer to be completely human.”

“Huh. I guess every world has their unique styles,” Atticus said. He turned back to Chiara and said, “Anyway, the Celestial should not be worshiped. They control astral magics, but nothing that you couldn’t wield one day.”

“I won’t listen to this blasphemy. I don’t know if you have been misled or if you are here to tempt us into sin, but I will have none of it,” Chiara said and threw up her hands. She looked at the others to see if they would agree, but they said nothing. She turned and stalked out of the room.

Medjay turned back to Atticus and said, “You will have to forgive her. She was raised in the faith and drastic changes to worldview will take time.”

“Religion is a cancer that shouldn’t have taken root here. Something has gone very wrong with this colony. I’ll have to talk to Ma’at about this as soon as I am done here. First thing’s first. We need to activate the guide so your civilization can get back on track. Hold on a second and I will ping the caches,” Atticus said and stepped back. As he did, a pulse of light shot out from his body and shot across the sky. It faded into nothing within moments.

He looked off to the left at something only he could see. He made a few strange hand movements and then returned his attention. “Alright, there were eight caches, but only three remain. Which is fine. You only need to get into one to activate the guide.”

“What is the guide, exactly?”

“Once activated, every adult receives an interactive blue screen that only they can see. It’s a repository of knowledge, gated behind various accomplishments. Basically, the more competence you can demonstrate, the more information it will pass along to you.”

“What kind of information?”

“All kinds of things, from politics, to farming practices, to parenting advice. The most valuable portion is the section on runes and magitec.”

Matteo and Ashif looked at each other with eyes wide with excitement. Ashif exclaimed, “So if we activate the guide, everyone will have access to runes?”

“Sure. They will have to complete a few quests the guide hands out, but yeah, everyone that wants to can learn about runes.”

Ashif leaned forward. “Can you activate the guide for us now?”

Atticus shook his head. “No, but I can give you a keystone that will lead you to it. The only problem is that it would use up your reward. That’s what I’m here for in the first place. To pass out rewards for completing the first challenge. I could give you a keystone to kick off the quest for the guide, but that’s kind of a lackluster prize. Most people choose core enhancement or riches or something that can only be done with astral magic.”

Ashif shook his head. “No, if I can give everyone the chance to learn runes, that will be more than enough of a prize.”

Matteo nodded along. If Ashif hadn’t said it, he would have requested it himself. They needed the runes. All three nations were dependent on artifacts that wouldn't be produced anymore. Without a replacement in the form of enchanting, it would be a true disaster. The rich would get richer and the poor would be little more than slaves.

“Alright, here you go,” Atticus said and waved his hands.

A bright light appeared in front of Ashif and resolved into a small orb. He reached out and grabbed it out of the air to examine it. It was bronze with copper engravings and a small arrow within.

Atticus clapped his hands, “Alright, who’s next? I only have so much time in the projection chamber and we wasted a lot of time with stories we tell to toddlers.”

“Can you level me up? Like make me stronger and my artifact more powerful?” Ilaria said.

“A core enhancement? Sure thing,” Atticus said and pointed at her. She glowed brightly for a moment and then returned to normal. “Who’s next? We gotta hurry this along. I still need to find that other girl and give her a reward as well.”

“Would improving my artifact be an option? I find my duplication powers underwhelming at times,” Medjay said and held up her picture frame.

Atticus walked closer and leaned forward to examine her artifact. “No, it’s in its final form. I could return it to the design phase and you could reconfigure your tool if you wanted?”

“I find myself unqualified to answer that question. I haven’t even heard of a design phase,” Medjay said.

“Eh, you’ll figure it out,” Atticus said and pointed at her.

She was enveloped in light and her picture frame fell into eight pieces. At the same time, a golden glow crept across her skin. Everywhere it touched, it left flesh behind. Within ten seconds, she had completely transformed into a human. She fell out of her seat and knelt on all fours, gasping.

“Whoops, looks like that extra astral magic hurried your transformation along. Hope that’s what you wanted,” Atticus said. He turned to Matteo and said, “Ok, you’re next. What do you want?”

Matteo held up his hands and said, “Whatever you do, don’t finish my transformation. I’m turning into an automaton and I really want to stay human.”

“Well, obviously, I can make sure that doesn’t happen now that I know the transformation is astral magic based. You told me what you don’t want. What do you want?”

“Could you reverse the transformation so I’m human again? That’s all I really want.”

“No problem. That’s kind of a shit reward though, so I’ll add a few enhancements while I am at it,” Atticus said and waved his hands one more time.

Matteo was distantly aware of his body glowing, but the real magic was happening in his core. He felt a change wash over him, tingling across his soul. The connection he felt to his artifacts was reforming. It felt like the artifacts were being sucked into his soul and stretching it out. That feeling grew and grew until he felt like he was going to burst. Then all at once, the magic sucked back in, densely packing his core.

His awareness slowly returned to the physical. He found himself on the floor next to Medjay, taking deep breaths along with her. He lifted up a hand to look at it. It was human again. He was back. A laugh bubbled out of him and he relaxed on the ground, not wanting to get up yet.

He had given up on getting his body back. Praying to one of the remaining divine spell forms had been too risky. But now he was human again. It felt magnificent. He sighed as stress slowly unwound. His shoulders loosened, his breath deepened. He felt the best he had ever felt.

“It’s so beautiful,” Medjay said as she stared at her own hand.

“You really are,” Matteo said.

She blushed at the compliment. She put her hands up to her warming cheeks and her eyes went wide. Matteo grinned and stood back up, helping her up as well. Ashif and Ilaria were examining the keystone, and there was no sign of the messenger.

“So, did Atticus say anything else before he left?” Matteo said.

“He left to go give Chiara her reward. He’s going to talk to Ma’at about our situation here and she might visit in a decade or so,” Ashif said.

“A decade?”

“Yeah, if she decides to visit in person to fix things, it would take about ten years to travel here.”

“That’s a really long travel time. I guess that’s one more proof she isn’t a goddess. They are supposed to be able to travel anywhere instantly.”

“Yeah. Not too much of a shock for most of us. I think most of us have internalized the fact that we are on our own down here. Everyone but Chiara.”

“Where is she, anyway? Anyone have an idea of where she might have gone?”

Ilaria nodded. “I have an idea. There’s a temple in the middle of the kaiju's back. One dedicated to all three goddesses. If she’s there, I’ll see if I can convince her to come back.”

“I’ll come with.”

“No, I think it’ll be easier if it’s just me. She knows you haven’t been a believer for a while,” she said.

He nodded and Ilaria headed out. Ashif was out on the balcony, walking around and looking at his keystone as it changed. Medjay was looking at the pieces of her artifact with tears rolling down her cheeks and a smile on her face. Matteo wanted to talk to them both about their gifts. He was particularly interested in activating the guide and granting everyone access to runes. First thing’s first. He pulled up his blue box to see what gifts Atticus had decided to give him.
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At first, he thought he did it wrong. His stat screen looked so different. He was slightly stronger now, but much more agile and tough. Forty-two agility and forty-one constitution. They said city anchors often had a stat above forty, and now he had two. His strength was “only” twenty-six, but that was higher than it was before. He felt reborn.

The artifact descriptions were wildly different as well. It looked like he had lost so much. What had happened? He looked at the top of the sheet again and it all made sense.

	Rune Core Bond with Matteo Del Fante

	Affinity : 100%
	Aptitude : 69 %

	Activation: Touch
	Strength : 26

	Storage Capacity: 5
	Agility : 42

	Current Lexicon: 25/1024
	Senses : 20

	Mana Pool : 128/128
	Constitution : 41

	Level Max

		


Whatever Atticus had done somehow merged his two artifacts. He had one artifact now, something called a Rune Core. Speaking of which, where was it? He wasn’t holding it and it wasn’t anywhere on the ground. He reached out with that sense that let him know where his artifacts were at all times. The sense told him his artifact was ... in him?

He brought his hand to his chest, and something phased out of his body. It was an insubstantial ball. A single line of runes ran around its circumference, making it two-thirds of the way around. He knew these runes. That one was fire, that one was trap, that one was fan, and that one was rearrange. There were more than he was expecting, but then he realized that some of them were the useless ones. Connecting runes, capacity runes, and the like.

Wait. Those runes were useless the way his artifact used to work, but things were different now. Maybe he could use them now. Maybe he could use runes with breaks in them, too. Current lexicon said he had twenty-five out of one thousand and twenty-four. Did that mean he could eventually learn all the runes and use them in his magic? He certainly hoped so.

First things first. He needed to figure out how to use his merged artifact. It said activation was on touch, so should he just touch the rune he wanted to use?

He carefully examined his new artifact. It was an insubstantial ball hovering in the air. When he moved, it stayed in the same spot relative to his chest. He discovered he could mentally spin it as well. The stat screen said his artifact was controlled by touch, so he reached up to touch one of the runes.

He paused. He might want to do this experiment outside. He walked out to the balcony and picked one of the less destructive runes, wind. As he touched it, he felt a whiff of mana pour into the rune and charge it. He instinctively knew that he could store it or release it now. That 100% affinity was paying dividends. Figuring out his artifact would be so much easier with this instinctive knowledge.

He moved his finger up, the rune coming with it. It looked like he had a glowing rune at the tip of his finger. When he cast it, a blast of wind shot out and stopped ten feet out. He dropped his hand. That was kind of lackluster.

An instant later, he was proven wrong. It was hard to see in the night air, but something was forming in the air. A ball of roiling wind formed a head and limbs. It was an air elemental. No, an air golem.

He grinned and said, “Absorb enough air to double in size.”

Nothing happened. Apparently, his golems couldn’t grow anymore. He shrugged and said, “Fly up to the titan and wander through the streets. Defend yourself if attacked.”

The air golem zipped up, quickly disappearing into the night sky. That should keep the Sisters busy and wondering if his squad was still on the titan. In the meantime, he needed to experiment more. Would all of his runes create golems or just the elemental ones?

He spun the core until he came to the fan rune. That wasn’t an element by anyone’s definition. He touched the rune, and it quickly filled. He almost cried when he realized he would never have to trace out runes again. Now he could cast a dozen spells in as many seconds, instead of taking that long to trace out one.

With a flick of his finger, he cast the fan rune into the sky. To his relief, a standard fan appeared in the sky. This meant that he could create golems out of all the elements, but also cast all of his regular spells. Now, the question was how did it handle rune words?

The most practical experiment would be to make and store a super-shield. He spun the core until he found the runes. He tapped the four runes in succession. As he worked, each symbol moved to the center of the core and connected to the others. Once all four runes were connected midair, they flashed. With a mental command, Matteo stored the rune word.

A green ball started orbiting the rune core. Matteo smiled. This was the best of both worlds, with a faster and more intuitive interface. In fact, it might be better than that. Those connecting runes had to be there for a reason.

He considered which runes would work well together. Maybe force and crystal. They normally couldn’t create a rune word together because they didn’t fit together. The connecting rune might overcome that restriction.

He tapped the three runes, watching as they arranged themselves in the center of the insubstantial core. They fused together, creating a rune word. He mentally stored the rune word, creating another ball orbiting the core. This one was blue.

This opened up a whole new world for him. He had hundreds of new possibilities to test, and that’s before he started learning even more runes. Now he did start to cry. His rune core was overwhelmingly awesome.

“You ok, Matteo?” Medjay said and put a hand on his shoulder.

He reached up to pat her hand and said, “Never been better. These are tears of joy.” With a mental command, his rune orb pulled back into his chest.

Medjay pulled him into a hug. He melted into her embrace. Both of them had human bodies now, and it felt so good. He pulled back and gave her a long kiss on the lips. A rush of emotions ran through him. He might have gone further with her, but Ashif was still there.

Ashif was giving them some space on the other side of the hotel room. He looked uncomfortable. Matteo took a step back from Medjay and said, “Ashif, my friend. Tell us about your keystone.”

“The word keystone must have some sort of symbolic meaning, because this is neither a stone nor a key,” Ashif said as he held it out. He seemed eager for the distraction.

The keystone was a metal ball that fit in the palm of his hand. In the center was a device that looked like a compass, but it had three needles pointing different directions. There were runes inscribed on every surface of the device. Pulses of mana slowly made their way through the orb, culminating at the tips of the three needles.

“It looks like they are directional indicators, one for each of the three caches Atticus mentioned,” Medjay said.

Ashif nodded. “I think one of them is on the titan. If I swing the keystone around, the needle points up towards the back of the elephant.” He matched action to words so Matteo could see.

“There are three of them, and one of them is in the Ceto capitol. Who wants to bet that the other two are in the Thatcham and Carcassonne capitals?” Matteo said.

“No bet. Seems like the Sisters knew about the quest for the guide. They hid away the caches so no one would get the quest to destroy the divine spell forms,” Ashif said.

Matteo looked back down at the keystone. “How many secrets have the Sisters hid away from us so they could remain in power? The entire planet’s civilization has been held back because those automatons wanted to remain alive forever?”

“They need to be stopped. I know we have avoided attacking my sisters because of their overwhelming power. The time has come to change that policy. Atticus’ gifts have enhanced our squad enough that we can take them on now. The time has come to take the fight to them,” Medjay said.

Matteo frowned. “They aren’t your sisters. Not anymore. You are fully human now, with a life that I desperately want to preserve. Going up against them would be suicide. Our chances of survival might have improved, but they are still low. You are right that we are all drastically stronger. I would guess we are at the level of anchors now. But they have three nations' worth of anchors at their disposal. Each Sister has a powerful relic they can bring to bear. They may have underestimated us in the past. That time is over. If they find us, we can count on every single Sister on the planet coming after us all at once.”

“I hope they do,” Medjay said as she held up the parts of her artifact. “Atticus said I could design my own artifact. I’m going to create an automaton killer. Our goal has always been to free the world from their tyranny. The time has come to finish the job.”

Ashif cleared his throat and held up the keystone. “Actually, I believe activating the guide has a higher priority, don’t you? It’s the future of our civilization. Atticus said it would give us the tools to improve every aspect of our lives. With artifacts no longer being produced, the guide is our best chance at ensuring our actions don’t end in economic collapse and starvation. I am excited about the runic knowledge it can impart to everyone, but the farming knowledge is just as important.”

Matteo turned to Medjay. “I fully intend on finishing the job we started. Ashif’s right though. Activating the guide will do more to save humanity than killing tyrants that will die in a year, anyway.”

There was a short silence before Medjay responded, “Fine. I will follow you, Matteo. You have more than earned my trust.” She lightly touched his shoulder and pulled him in for a kiss. Before Ashif could get uncomfortable again, she broke off the kiss and turned to him. “So, where are we going?”

“I’ve been thinking about it. Based on the directions the needles are pointing, I believe each nation has their own cache hidden away. I imagine most of the Sisters are here in Ceto, so I was going to suggest we head back to Carcassonne. It would be safer and I want to return home anyway,” Ashif said as he pointed to one of the needles.

“It would take a while to get all the way back home. Do we really want to wait that long?” Matteo said.

“Not as long as you think. While you were up there playing the hero, I’ve been working on getting us out of here safely.”

“Oh yeah? What’s your plan?”

“I’ve been negotiating with a smuggler Ilaria put me in touch with. I think the same ones that got you down here from the titan.”

“A sled? You want us to trust our lives to a slab of metal and a few runes? It almost killed us on the way down. We were seconds from going splat. Besides, I think the smuggler said it burned through crystallium. There is no way we can afford enough crystallium to make it all the way to Carcassonne, right?”

“I asked him about the price. It would take more than I have.”

Matteo pulled open his money pouch. “Why is it that whenever I get a little money, the world takes it away? I have a feeling that whatever this costs, I’ll end up broke at the end.”

Ashif held up a finger. “Maybe not. We are in an enemy country and the smuggler isn’t a good guy. Why don’t we just take the hover sled?”

Matteo cinched his pouch closed and gave him a wide grin.
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“The main reason I think this will be easy is that they are part of the largest criminal organization in Ceto,” Ashif said.

“And that’s a good thing?” Matteo said.

“Yes. They have a reputation here. If you cross them, there is nowhere in all of Ceto you can hide from their reach. Good thing we will be leaving the country shortly after we steal it.”

“Let me guess. Because of their reputation, security is lax?”

“Exactly. They only have the hover-sled operator and three other bound guarding the building. I think they have a few others watching from nearby buildings, but that’s it. If we surprise them, we’ll be able to take them all out before they know what’s going on.”

“We should verify who’s watching the smuggling building before we go in there, spells flying. Ideally, we leave the rhino without anyone seeing us go.”

“I like your optimism. We haven’t succeeded in keeping any of our missions stealthy, but it could happen this time.”

Matteo laughed and shoved him lightly. “Just you watch. We are going to be like a shadow. No one is going to suspect a thing.”

Just then, Chiara walked back in, followed by Ilaria.

“Chiara, I’m so glad you returned,” Medjay said. “I missed you.”

Chiara folded her arms and said, “Did you really? I don’t know if I can trust this faithless squad.”

Medjay walked over and earnestly said, “Yes. I really missed you. I was worried about you. I know you think we are all unbelievers here, but don’t forget, I used to pray to the goddesses on a weekly basis. Atticus said they don’t want worship, but I will revere them for the rest of my life.”

Chiara’s posture relaxed slightly. “Really? You aren’t just saying that so you can use my enhanced artifact?”

Medjay placed a hand on her shoulder and said, “You are my friend, not a tool. You don’t have to be useful to be a friend. Besides, all of us got gifts too. We don’t need your magic, we just want your company.”

Chiara looked around the room, gauging everyone’s reaction. “I ... I guess I can stick around for a bit. Maybe save you from doing something too stupid.”

Matteo stepped forward. “Thanks Chiara. It means a lot to me that you would put up with my hideous face just so you can help us out.”

Chiara chuckled. “If nothing else, I will stick with you until these two women come to their senses and realize how ugly you really are.”

Everyone laughed, and they sat down in the living room. Ashif went over his plans for acquiring a hover sled and they discussed ways to gain intel safely. Matteo mentioned he didn’t want anyone heading out alone anymore. They wanted to avoid getting caught again, if possible. He volunteered to stay at the hotel while the other two teams did reconnaissance. That way, his message spell could keep everyone in contact.

Before they could head out, someone knocked at the door.

“Did anyone order room service?” Matteo said.

They shook their heads. The knock came again, louder this time.

“Kifaru Wardens. Open up for inspection,” a voice behind the door said.

“Shit. Shit, shit, shit,” Chiara said as she scrambled up.

Matteo pulled out his rune core and started selecting runes. First, armor runes for everyone. He flicked his fingers and sent the spell around the room. He noticed their preparations as he did so. Ilaria held out her hands and formed a lightning ball in each one. Medjay had grabbed a shield and sword and stood next to Ilaria. Chiara was rummaging around in her bag. Ashif pointed at the door and a wall appeared, covering it. They wouldn’t be able to break down the door now.

The wardens knocked on the door again, even louder this time. “Let us in now!”

“Sorry, sorry!” Chiara said as she hurried towards the door. “We had to get dressed first.” She frantically waved Ilaria and Medjay down and motioned for Ashif to let her through.

He looked at her, confused, but made the wall disappear, anyway. She opened the door wide and said, “Thank you for your patience gentlemen. Please come on in.”

A pair of Wardens walked in, frowns on their faces. The taller of the two said, “Any delay in obeying a lawful order of a Warden can be construed as an act of violence.”

“My apologies. We are happy to comply with all of your orders now that we are decent,” Chiara said. She moved in front of Matteo and shoved something in his hands.

He pocketed it as she walked on, passing Ashif as she did. Matteo fingered the object in his pocket. It was a square piece of stiff material. It felt like vellum backed with leather. That finally triggered a realization. This was his ID. Chiara had stolen IDs for everyone back on the antelope kaiju. They hadn’t needed them to get on the titan, but she still had them.

That was smart of Chiara. It was better to comply with the Wardens and send them on their way than it would be to fight them now. There was only one problem. He had no idea what his fake name was supposed to be.

“Everyone go sit down on the couches while we search the suite,” the taller Warden said.

“What are you looking for, Warden?” Chiara said sweetly. She sat down next to Ashif, and Matteo sat between the other two women.

“We are looking for dangerous people. Stay seated,” he said with a scowl.

The taller Warden searched the rooms that branched off from the living room while the shorter one watched them. He stood there, staring at them with folded arms. Matteo smiled up at him. He took a deep breath. This was a good thing. There were only two Wardens. If they thought there were terrorists in this hotel suite, they would have brought an army platoon.

Casually, Matteo opened the ID in his tunic pocket. As subtly as he could, he glanced down at the ID to read the name. Shit. That was a girl’s portrait. Chiara must have gotten the IDs mixed up. He glanced around the room. Who did this look like the most?

Ilaria, probably. She was the only one with long enough hair. Maybe Chiara had switched the IDs and Ilaria had his ID. He palmed the ID and put his arms around Ilaria and Medjay. He subtly dropped the ID behind her back.

Medjay leaned into him and smiled. Ilaria gave him a raised eyebrow, and he gave her a meaningful look. She subtly shook her head. The taller Warden returned to the living room and put his fists on his hips.

“Let’s get your IDs. If you need to go to your bag, just point it out and we will get it for you,” the Warden said.

“No need, sir. We got our IDs earlier,” Chiara said and handed hers over with a smile.

The Warden took her ID and looked at the picture and then back to her. He handed it back and moved on to Ashif. The shorter Warden walked over to the other couch and held out his hand. Medjay handed over her ID. When the Warden was looking down at the portrait, Ilaria snaked her hand back to the ID Matteo had dropped there.

She pulled it out and glanced at it. Her eyes widened. With one hand, she brought the ID forward; with the other, she handed Matteo the ID she had.

Matteo took the ID and handed it over right away. He smiled at the Warden, trying to keep it pleasant and not creepy. He didn’t even know if he had a male ID, let alone what name it was.

The short Warden looked at him, and then the ID, over and over again. He said, “Citizen. When did you acquire this ID?”

Matteo shrugged. “I don’t remember exactly. It’s been a while, though.”

He narrowed his eyes. “What’s your birthday?”

Matteo’s mind froze. He hadn’t even known the IDs had birthdays on them.

“Let’s get going, Private,” the taller Warden said.

“But-”

“You see any metal arms here? Come on, this isn’t the only lead we have. We need to check out the red roof next.”

“You’re just saying that because they sell honey crispels there,” the short Warden said. Despite his words, he handed Matteo back his ID and walked off. They didn’t even check Ilaria’s ID.

The Wardens continued to bicker as they walked out and down the hall. The squad waited until they were downstairs before exhaling in relief, almost in unison.

“I thought we were going to have to fight our way out of here,” Ilaria said.

“I can’t believe that was your first thought. It didn’t even occur to you that we could lie our way out of this?” Chiara said.

Ilaria shrugged. “When all you have is a hammer, everything looks like a nail.”

“Thanks for getting the IDs, Chiara. I’m glad you have more tools than just a hammer,” Matteo said.

Chiara smiled, pleased with herself.

“It does make me think we should leave the rhino sooner rather than later,” Medjay said. “They are clearly looking for us and have already received credible intel on our location.”

“Yeah, let’s head out tonight. I know the sun just came up, but none of us slept last night. Let’s get a good rest during the day and prepare to steal the hover sled after dark,” Matteo replied.

...

“Three, two, one. Go, go, go,” Matteo said. He had figured out how to use two message runes at once and was coordinating the attack on the smugglers.

They had discovered two separate groups watching the storehouse and decided to hit them at the same time. Off to his left, Ashif was knocking down doors with Ilaria knocking people out. She was able to summon balls of lighting, one after another, and send them into the room ahead of her. They turned and sought out the people inside. Within moments, all five of the people in that room were on the floor, twitching.

To his right, Chiara was using her upgraded terror wasps to take out the other group. Her summons had undergone two major changes. First off, they no longer glowed. They weren’t orange energy shaped like wasps anymore. Now they were organic terror wasps. They were climbing the building on Chiara’s command, silent as the grave.

The second major change was their size. Each one was now six feet long. Chiara still had forty terror wasps in her swarm, so she was a force of nature now.

Matteo watched as six wasps crested the roof of the building and lunged at the trio of men there. Two of them had been drinking beer and didn’t pick up their crossbows before they were eviscerated. The third one managed to get bolt into one of the terror wasps and despawned it. The victory was short-lived as another terror wasp came up behind him and bit his head clean off.

Now that the overwatch was taken care of, Matteo started his assault. He used a waterjet to cut the door lock off and burst inside. Before he went far, he mentally activated his super shield. Green mana flowed around him, forming armor that could withstand almost any attack.

That claim was tested almost immediately. He was hit as soon as he started down the hallway. There was a tripwire halfway down. As soon as he touched it, a ray of red light filled the hallway. It bounced off his super shield and didn’t slow him down. He turned the corner to see the main room of the storehouse. Workers had been loading the hover sled, now they were cowering behind the crates there.

As soon as Matteo walked into the room, he was hit by a dozen darts, then a dozen more. None of them scratched the surface of his armor. A spear skittered off his glowing green chestplate and acid rained down from above. Matteo ignored all the attacks and flicked spells out in return.

One guy was cut in half by an illuminate jet. A second was slammed into the wall by a gust of wind. The final defender was sliced to pieces by a blue fan. Matteo walked over to check on the second guy. He was dead. Matteo shrugged. These people were all criminals. He felt a little bad about it. After all, he had used their services, but they had tried to kill him instead of subduing him.

Speaking of subduing... “You there, workers. I know you are over there! Lay face down on the floor and put your hands on your head. If you don’t move until we are gone, you will survive.”

Matteo reached for his rune scribe pen, belatedly realizing it wasn’t there. He pulled out his rune core and tapped the message rune twice. “Come on in, the building is secure. Ilaria, got some civilians I’d like you to knock out.”

A few moments later, everyone was in the storehouse. Matteo started removing the crates the workers had loaded up to the hover sled. Ilaria moved to help him unload, but he motioned towards the men laying face down on the floor. He loaded up the food and supplies they had brought along and a sack of crystallium from the office. They would probably use it all up before they got to their destination, but until then, they would be traveling in style.

Ilaria gestured towards the workers and whispered, “I shouldn’t. I’m too powerful now. I meant to knock everyone out earlier, but they are all dead.”

Matteo patted her on her shoulder. “It’s fine. We can do something else.”

He grabbed a tarp and threw it across the workers, covering them completely. Then he placed the crates all around the edges. The weight was more than enough to keep them trapped. He said, “You can shout when you hear someone come in. We’ll be up on the titan by then. And remember, you don’t have a clue who did this. We’ll know if you rat us out.”

A short while later, they opened up the large side door and flew out. Matteo was at the controls, which were easier to master than he expected. His high agility meant that he could adjust their trajectory without over-correcting. He felt like he had years of experience after only a few minutes.

He maneuvered around to the edge of the kaiju, avoiding patrols and Wardens. The sled supposedly had runes that made people ignore it, but he didn’t know how reliable that was. Matteo stopped at the edge of the kaiju and turned back to warn everyone about the plummet. Chiara caught his eye and shook her head slightly. He smiled and pushed them off the edge and into freefall.
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As soon as she recovered from the death defying plummet into nothingness, Ilaria backhanded Matteo. She said, “What were you thinking?”

Matteo laughed and said, “It was Chiara’s idea.”

“Hey, don’t throw me in the midden. I only implied that you should drop us off the side of the kaiju without warning. I didn’t actually say anything,” Chiara said with a smirk.

Ilaria smacked Chiara, too. She laughed in response, quickly followed by Medjay. She was the loudest of the bunch, cackling with excitement.

“That is so different for humans. It’s not dry knowledge that you are falling, it’s a rush of excitement. I loved it! Can we do it again?” Medjay asked earnestly.

“No!” Ilaria immediately replied.

Matteo laughed again and sent them zooming across the landscape. They were hovering a few feet above the Ceto grasslands. It was flat for miles and miles. They made good time, roughly five times as fast as the kaiju that brought them here.

Despite the speed, the trip was boring. There were still monsters about, but none of them were equipped to attack a hover sled going as fast as they were. Either that or the ignore me enchantment was really working. Matteo still wasn’t sure about that.

He glanced back at the other four members of his squad. Ashif was in the back, leaning up against their bags, asleep. Chiara was next to him, attempting the same. Medjay was working on something and Ilaria was watching.

“What are you up to?” Matteo said.

“I’m reprogramming my artifact,” Medjay said. “It’s like a puzzle with multiple solutions. I can recombine the artifact in various different ways, but I get the feeling that once I am done, it’s stuck that way.”

“How do you know what you are doing? Is it just how the shapes fit together, or is there more feedback than that?” Matteo said.

“Take a look for yourself,” she said and handed over the half completed artifact.

Instead of the picture frame she had before, it looked like half a vase now. When she placed a new piece on the vase, it changed color and added a handle.

“That’s wild. What's it going to be?”

“You mean you don’t feel that? Fascinating. I can tell now that this would create a water-based power, focusing on volume over flexibility,” Medjay said. She crushed it into pieces and started reassembling the artifact from scratch. This time, it started looking like a paintbrush.

“It’s like a mix of designing and discovering,” Matteo said. “Do you know what you are trying for?”

“Despite what I said earlier, I don’t really want something designed to kill the Sisters. You were right, they are dead in a year, anyway. I need to design something for the future. I am trying to create something that has a lot of flexibility. Your rune scribe pen was an excellent example of the power of having the right spell for the situation.”

They watched as Medjay created and disassembled a perfume bottle, a toy boat, an easel, and a pack of cards. She stopped and stared at the pack of cards for a while. There was one final piece left. She alternated between moving it closer and then away.

“What kind of magics would the playing cards give you?” Ilaria said.

“That’s just it. I don’t know. I can tell it’s varied. There is something different for each card. But I don’t have an idea of what type of magic would result.”

“You don’t have to make up your mind now, do you?”

“I kind of do. Every day that I delay, the weaker the resulting artifact will be.”

“Ah,” Ilaria said and sat back. She bit her lips. This was an important decision for Medjay. It would affect her for the rest of her life. Ilaria clearly didn’t want to sway her decision and have her regret it for the rest of her life.

Matteo said, “Go with your gut. I know it’s new for you to have a gut, but I think you will find it’s useful for other things besides digestion.”

Medjay laughed and shoved him. “I had intuition when I was an automaton. This is nothing new.”

“Well then, I am doubly sure you will make the right decision,” Matteo said encouragingly.

“Thanks, that helps,” Medjay said.

She thought about it for another minute, and then decisively placed the final piece of the artifact. A shimmer of magic washed over the deck of cards and then it was done. Medjay slowly reached down and picked up the completed artifact.

Medjay opened the pack and pulled out a single card. It was the five of sticks. She turned to the side and tossed the card off the hover sled. It flew unnaturally straight for a dozen yards until it touched the grass.

The instant the card touched the yellow grass, a flash of light revealed a shape. It fell into the tall grass before Matteo could see what it was. He slowed and turned the hover sled. Ashif woke up and said, “What’s going on?”

“That should be a summons of some kind,” Medjay said and pointed. “It’s my new artifact. I have a deck of fifty-six cards and each one produces a different summoned creature.”

The grass in front of them parted, and an ent stood up. It was twelve feet tall and looked like it was made out of a dead tree. Its branches were narrowed to sharp points, like claws. It looked at them and then turned around, searching for a threat. When nothing appeared, it turned its branches to the sky and stood still, pretending to be a tree.

“Walk over to me,” Medjay loudly said.

Nothing happened. “Hey! Get over here!” Medjay shouted.

The ent stayed stubbornly still. Medjay slumped. “I guess it’s more autonomous than I would like. Let’s go find some monsters and we can test their combat capabilities.”

Matteo turned the hover sled, and they sped off. He kept them on the same southerly course as before. He knew they would come across a monster sooner rather than later. Despite the fact that monsters weren’t being spawned anymore, they were still everywhere. He didn’t have to go more than two miles before he found one.

It was a snow lynx, hiding in the grass. He would have passed it by, but the white of its fur made it stand out. He curved the hover sled over to it, making sure to stay out of pouncing range. Once they stopped, Medjay excitedly pulled out another card. The eight of coins.

The golden card zipped through the air to land ten feet in front of the snow leopard. After a flash of light, a goblin appeared. It was holding a large hammer in each hand. It seemed confused for a moment, but once it caught sight of the snow lynx, it charged forward.

Matteo couldn’t help but chuckle. The goblin was hilariously outmatched. It was five feet tall at most; it didn’t even come to the lynx’s shoulders. The snow monster pounced on it, contemptuously crushing it under its large claws.

They underestimated the golem’s hammers. As the golem died, it smacked both hammers into the monster’s forelimbs. A wave of magic force blasted out, breaking both front legs. The snow lynx yowled in pain. A blast of snow shot out in a dome and it tried to flee. It couldn’t get far with only two working limbs.

Medjay tossed out the two of swords to finish it off. An iron weasel appeared, half the size of the lynx. Its metal claws were still long enough to kill the injured monster quickly.

Moments later, another monster joined the fight. A sand flea leapt through the air, traveling fifty feet before slamming into the iron weasel. The summon’s metal skin protected it from the impact, but not the momentum. Together, they tumbled across the grass.

Medjay didn’t wait to see if the weasel could handle the new challenger. She pulled out the jack of cups and sent it into the fight. A blue squid appeared in the air and then flopped to the ground. It was huge, twenty feet from tip to tip, but it was a sea monster. On land, it was severely hampered.

The squid rolled and pulled itself along with its tentacles, getting closer to the fight. The sand flea glanced back and ignored the slow moving summon. That was a mistake. The squid pointed one of its shorter limbs at the insect and a blast of water shot out. It hit with enough force to knock the sand flea over, sending it tumbling. The metal weasel jumped up and attacked the flea before it could recover.

The two summons worked together to keep the flea off balance and within minutes, it was dead. Once the field was quiet again, they started eating the monster corpses. Matteo grimaced and turned the hover sled away.

After they got going again, Medjay swore. Matteo raised his eyebrows at her. She hardly ever swore. In fact, he couldn’t remember if she had ever used vulgarities before.

“I’m out of mana. It’ll be at least two hours before I have enough to use another card,” Medjay said. “That really limits me. Three to four cards and then I am tapped out. I’m starting to regret finalizing this artifact design.”

Matteo put his hand around her shoulder and said, “That just means you need to be more strategic with your summons. It doesn’t mean you are weak. You have only seen four of fifty-six cards. I bet you will discover that you will always have the right summons for the job. It might be frustrating for now while you discover what each card does, but your deck is powerful. You won't regret it later, I am sure.”

She looked up at him with a smile. “Thanks. That helps.”

“Another thing you might want to try is to see if you can prep the cards without using them. Like, charge them up one after another. I don’t know how likely that is, but my runic pen could store spells. Maybe you can too,” Matteo said.

Medjay brightened up and gave him a peck on the cheek. “You are right. There is still a lot left to discover. Maybe I can store spells, or maybe there is some other quirk that I haven’t discovered yet. Thanks. You always seem to know the right thing to say.”

Matteo smiled, leaned down to give her a kiss. Ilaria gave him a small smile and a 'I told you so' look. He turned back to the sled. It was low on power, so he fed it another shard of crystallium. Their supplies were half gone now. He looked over his shoulder and said, “We need to decide on our route. We have enough crystallium to get to the sea, but getting a ship to take us across will still be difficult. Maybe worse than before. The other option would be to head southeast from here and go all the way around the sea and through the mountain range. But we definitely don’t have enough crystallium to make that journey. If we end up walking, the Sisters might beat us there.”

“I vote we don’t walk the whole way. I didn’t buy enough to make roughing it bearable,” Ashif said.

“Is taking a ship even an option? You all saw how many soldiers manned the ships at the ports. The one ship that didn’t have soldiers was a pirate ship,” Ilaria said.

“Yeah, my preference would be to go around. But we can’t count on finding a vein of crystallium. There is a very good chance we would be walking if we went east,” Matteo said.

“Why not just find a Nubian harvester and get the crystallium from there?” Medjay asked. When she saw their blank looks, she continued, “You guys call them founder’s temples. They are always built atop crystallium veins.”

“Really? I didn’t know that,” Matteo said. “So you are saying we should find a temple and just, what, dig underneath it?”

“That might work, but I was thinking of something simpler. There is an access panel in the basement of most harvesters, I mean temples. It should be as easy as heading in and opening it up.”

Matteo clapped his hands. “I like that idea. Any objections to staying on the hover sled and keeping an eye out for founder temples?”

No one objected, so Matteo angled the hover sled to head around the mountains in the distance. He found himself excited about running a temple again. It had been a while since he pitted his magics against the traps and monsters of a founder temple.
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“Finally. I was getting worried,” Matteo said.

A founder’s temple stood in the distance. He had just used the last of the crystallium to power the hover sled. If they didn’t get some from this temple, they would be walking soon.

Matteo directed the hover sled to the maintenance entrance at the back of the temple. The front of the temple had a door that opens directly into the artifact room, but sadly they couldn’t use it. The magics needed to use that door was long since lost.

He landed the sled and everyone started armoring up.

“What’s a founder’s temple like?” Ashif said as he strapped on a saber.

“Oh, that’s right. You’ve never been in one before. They are actually kind of fun. There will be four or five rooms in the temple, each of them full of traps designed to kill monsters. They are designed so workers could circumvent the traps to maintain or fix the runes. The method for every room is different, but there is always a way through.”

“It’s like a puzzle with death on the line,” Chiara said brightly.

Ashif looked at her incredulously and then turned to the rest of the squad.

Matteo shrugged. “She’s right. It’s fun, but if you mess up, you die. We try to take it very seriously.”

“Do I have to come with?” Ashif said.

Matteo laughed. “No, you don’t have to come with. The rest of us are strong enough to run the temple without you. Although, if you don’t come, we won’t give you any of the crystallium we pull out.”

Ashif sighed, “Alright, I’m coming.”

Ilaria turned to Medjay and said, “Have you ever run a temple?”

“Not in the way you are thinking, no. We used to use heavy ordnance to destroy them. I’ve seen the innards of a dozen Nubian harvesters. That was until we discovered that the harvesters were created using an untethered spell form. Every time we destroyed one, another one would pop up,” Medjay said.

“Wait. The temples are created using a spell form? Like the divine spell forms we just destroyed?”

“Similar concept, yes. Different magics and much smaller scale, but yes. We believe the Nubians were inspired by the divine spell forms in their construction of the har- temples.”

“So weird.”

Medjay held up a finger. “Actually, knowing what I know now, I believe it answers a lot of questions. Ma’at, Isfet, and Echidna clearly had a plan for our society. They wanted us to go through a development, stage by stage. Atticus indicated that was the purpose of the guide. To trigger the next stage when the first was completed. Somehow, the Nubians must have discovered the plan before the goddesses, or rather celestials, left. They didn’t want to go through every step, they wanted to skip to the end. Clearly, Ma’at and the others didn’t like that. They wanted to ensure our society went through all the steps. There must be some advantages to a slow development that the Nubians didn’t understand. This was the war against the goddesses. A fight between parents and children. The children said they were ready for adult responsibilities, and the parents knew they weren’t.”

The squad was quiet for a moment before Ashif said, “It must have been hard for them. I imagine a lot of them were actual adults. They wanted a modern civilization, and they had the means to achieve it. But the celestials said they weren’t ready for it. They probably told the Nubians that their grandchildren might be ready for it, but they would have to live the rest of their lives without the comforts of modern civilization. It’s no wonder they revolted.”

Matteo held up his hand and said, “I’m going to stop the conversation right there. I don’t want us to get into a fight about this. Religion is part of who you are. I don’t want anyone to feel like they are being personally attacked.”

Chiara frowned. Perhaps she thought she was being coddled. That was part of it, but he was worried about Medjay, too. She had been alive when the celestials were here; she had prayed to them. Her feelings about Ma’at and the others would certainly be complicated. They didn’t need to have an argument about religion when Medjay was still adjusting to having human chemicals enhance her emotions.

“Looks like we are all ready,” Matteo said. “Let’s head in.”

The squad stood, ready for a change in subject. They moved together into the temple antechamber. It was larger than the other temples he had run. That probably meant this was a larger than normal temple. That could be fun.

“What’s the plan, boss?” Ilaria said.

Matteo turned and said, “Ashif, can you create two walls at once yet?”

“Yes, actually,” Ashif replied happily. “I’ve been practicing. I finally got it down while we were waiting for you to join us on the rhino kaiju.”

“Excellent. Let’s have you create two walls covering the door, with a narrow slit around eye level. Once the door is down, we’ll take turns using our enhanced powers. I’m sure we all want a little more practice in combat. Chiara, you are up first. Show us what those big bugs can do,” Matteo said.

Chiara smiled and stepped up. She had a quick discussion with Ashif about timing and they got ready. She slapped the open rune in the middle of the door and rolled out of the way. A wall appeared at chest height and another soon followed just above it. Chiara poked her honey stirrer through the gap and sent a pair of huge terror wasps buzzing into the room.

Matteo stepped closer to see what was going on inside. There was a trio of grasshoppers huddled on the other side of the room. They didn’t move from their spot when the wasps flew in. The reason why revealed itself a moment later. Spears shot up from the ground and down from the ceiling simultaneously. The sharp metal tips easily pierced one of the terror wasps and made it explode. The spears nearby bent to the side and couldn’t retract, but the rest of the spears did.

The second terror wasp had lucked out by flying in a safe zone. It didn’t care about the other wasp’s explosion, it only had eyes for the monsters ahead. As soon as the spears retracted, it zipped forward again.

As the summons drew closer, the grasshoppers buzzed their wings and spat. Instead of spit, shards of glass shot out of their mouths. It was like a storm of crossbow bolts. They hit the flying terror wasp and shredded its face and wings. The corpse fell to the ground in front of the monsters and immediately exploded. All three monsters were killed.

Chiara clapped her hands and whooped. “That’s how it’s done! Two wasps! I cleared the room with two wasps!”

Matteo clapped as well and said, “Well done, well done. Remind me to never get you angry.”

“You wouldn’t like me when I’m angry,” Chiara said with an evil grin.

The summoned metal walls disappeared then. Ashif didn’t replace them since the threat was gone. He took a step into the room. Matteo grabbed his armor and yanked him back.

“Hold on there. Just because the monsters are gone doesn't mean the traps are deactivated,” Matteo said. “We gotta find the safe path through the spears.”

The floor and ceiling were covered with meandering stripes of paint: blue, green, red, yellow, and orange. The gaps in the stripes were white. Matteo noticed that the section next to the entrance and exit doors was white as well.

“My guess is that the white parts are safe. Any other guesses?” he said.

Medjay giggled, “That’s probably it. I was tracing each color to see which one was unbroken, but I think your idea is better.”

“Alright, time to test it then,” Matteo said.

He pulled out his rune core and touched the symbol for water. An instant later, a water golem was sloshing and burbling in front of them. Matteo said, “Walk to the other door, only touching the white sections of the floor.”

The golem nodded and splashed across the room. Matteo squinted as he braced for the possibility he was wrong. No spears appeared. The golem never had to jump, just a leisurely walk with a few long strides. Matteo smiled and followed in his wet footprints.

“Be careful not to slip in the dozens of puddles,” Chiara said as she followed him.

Matteo grimaced. Maybe a water golem wasn’t the best choice in this situation. He mentally dismissed the golem. It faded into motes of mana, and the puddles dissipated with it. He made his way across the long room, the rest of the squad carefully following.

At the end of the room, there was a safe spot and four doors. The doors were identical except the doorknobs were colored differently: yellow, green, blue, and red. Matteo scanned the doors for runes, but found none.

“The trap is still active, so the doors aren’t safe yet. I guess we have to choose the right one,” Matteo said.

Ashif pointed up and said, “Is that a clue?”

A series of runes were inscribed above the doors, with their translation into common below that. Only the royal livery may pass.

“Sure is. I guess it’s telling us which door to go through. Livery is clothing, right? Do all royals wear the same color? Medjay and Chiara, you spent some time around the royals, right? What color did they wear?” Matteo said.

Chiara shook her head, “Livery isn’t what the royals wear, it’s their servants. Like a uniform, they all wear the same thing. The only problem is that each section of the triumvirate wears a different color. Zeno’s servants wear green, Theo’s servants wear red, and Marie’s wear silver.”

“Huh.”

“I believe it’s purple,” Medjay said. “Shortly after I was built, I was playing with Bastet. She read a picture book about princesses slaying dragons. The royalty in that book all wore purple. Servants and aristocracy alike. I assume it was a common story, and everyone at the time would have associated purple with royalty.”

“That’s a nice guess, but I don’t see purple as an option,” Chiara said.

“It also isn’t on the floor or ceiling. There are all the primary colors: red, blue, and yellow. Two of the secondary colors, green and orange, but no purple. It must be a clue.”

“Can we try to open two doors at once? Red and blue make purple, right?” Ilaria said.

“I bet that’s it,” Matteo said. “Back up a bit. Let me have golems test it out. We don’t want to get zapped if we guessed wrong.”

He created two air golems using the wind rune. After he gave them instructions, they floated over and grabbed both doorknobs at the same time. They tried to open them, but the doorknobs pulled out a few inches and stopped. As soon as they did, the space between them dropped to the floor. That was the real door to the next room.

This room was bigger than the last. It was a dark room with puddles of light. The floor was covered in acid with only small spots of dry metal. There were poltergeists scattered throughout the room, hovering in the dimly lit sections. As soon as the door opened, all seven monsters turned and shrieked as they rushed towards it.

Ashif clapped his hands on his ears and fell to his knees. Matteo would have liked his walls right about now. Instead, he shouldered past Ashif and pulled out his rune core. He figured poltergeists would be vulnerable to fire. If that didn’t work, he would try light.

While he was considering his plan, Ilaria beat him to the punch. She stretched a hand forward and sent out a branching bolt of lightning. It hit the lead monster and chained to the next one, and the next one, until all seven monsters were hit. They stopped midair and convulsed, smoke pouring from their rags. A moment later, all of them faded into nothing.

“Good job, Ilaria. Thanks for the quick thinking,” Matteo said. He turned to Ashif, who was just getting back up. “Since the trap is acid, we don’t have to worry about other triggers. Will you please throw up a wall across the floor?”

It took Ashif a moment to refocus after the sonic attack. The rest of them had a high enough constitution, but Ashif was closer to human baseline. Once he was recovered, he placed a metal wall across the floor, covering the entire room. The squad ran across the room. The twenty seconds the walls lasted were plenty of time to traverse the space.

This time, there was a single door. No unlocking runes, though. It was another puzzle. A bar stretched across the door covered with shapes: a triangle, square, pentagon, hexagon, heptagon, and octagon.

Another riddle was written over the door. Only the prime may pass.

“I guess this temple has a theme. At least this clue is easier to decipher,” Matteo said.
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“Easy? You already know the answer?” Medjay said.

“Yeah, pretty simple. It says only the prime may pass. We got a triangle through octagon, each one has one more side than the last one. You can think of them as numbers three though eight. I bet the riddle is asking for the prime numbers, three, five, and seven,” Matteo said.

"That's a bit of a stretch. Prime has dozens of meanings, not just prime numbers. What if they mean prime as in best? What's the best shape for a founder?" Ashif said.

Matteo shrugged. "It's a guess, sure. But after a few temples, you get a feeling for how the founders thought. I'm pretty sure I am right."

He made sure Ashif was ready and hit the triangle, pentagon, and heptagon. As soon as he touched the last one, the door dropped to the floor. This time Ashif was quick on the draw and he placed a few walls across the doorway, only leaving a narrow gap.

A pained roar filled the room. The source wasn’t immediately clear. This room was a long curving hallway, full of saw blades that intermittently sprang out of the walls, floor, and ceiling. They would burst out, all at once, along the entire hallway, then retreat. Each activation of the trap was accompanied by another roar from the unseen monster.

“Whatever that is, it’s tough,” Ashif said. “Those saw blades look like they can slice through beetles like butter. If it’s still alive after getting hit, it must have amazing defenses.”

“Either that or high regeneration,” Medjay said.

She pulled out two playing cards and held them up towards Matteo: the fourteen of cups and the thirteen of swords. He nodded and gestured for her to go ahead. She smiled in thanks and tossed the cards through the gap. The cards flew across the corridor, only stopping at the bend. After a flashy entrance, a man with wings and scales appeared next to a woman in gold and holding a glowing sword. They both turned and sprinted towards the source of the roars, dodging the saw blades with ease.

Once they disappeared out of sight, Chiara said, “Those are some pretty useful summons. Not as nice as mine, but the variety is impressive. You might be the second best summoner in the world now.”

“Thank you,” Medjay said with a smile. “Although I might take first place soon. I discovered Matteo was right about my deck of cards this morning.”

“Oh yeah? What was I right about?” Matteo said with a raised eyebrow.

“I can store activated cards. It takes my entire mana pool, but I can charge up and store a card to use later. I still have a full mana pool now because I charged up those two cards earlier.”

“Really? That’s fantastic! Are there any limits, like how many or for how long?”

“I haven’t found any limits yet,” Medjay said with an enigmatic smile.

Matteo said, “I knew you chose well when you designed that artifact.”

There was a thunk, and the lights inside the room dimmed slightly. The saw blades stopped activating. A pair of small energy orbs zoomed back to Medjay.

“Well, that is impressive,” Chiara said. “Your summons killed the monster, deactivated the trap, and dispelled themselves.”

Everyone else congratulated her as well, and they walked into the corridor. Past the curve was the next door and the body of a single monster. It was a giant armadillo, almost too big for the corridor. It must have been one of the new monsters Echidna had created. After they squeezed by the monster, they came up to another puzzle door.

Similar to the previous door, this one had a bar across the doorway. This time it had block letters with the phrase 'poe donor' written on it.

“Poe donor? What is that? Does that mean anything in the founder’s language?” Ilaria said and looked at Medjay.

“No, the founders spoke the same language we do today,” Medjay responded. “The word donor seems clear in its meaning, but I don’t recognize poe. Does anyone know what poe means?”

“Is poe even a word?” Chiara asked.

“I think I’ve heard of it before, something to do with spirits or will-o-the-wisps,” Matteo replied.

“What’s the clue above the door say?” Ashif said.

There was a spray of blood across the top of the door that they had to clean off first. Once they did, it revealed: Only the correct phrase may pass.

“Does that mean anything to anyone? ’Cus that means absolutely zilch to me,” Ashif said.

No one answered him. Matteo tapped his chin as he considered the clues. A phrase related to poe donor. What words were related to spirits giving something? Nothing came to mind. He examined the block letters themselves. The blocks looked the same color, an off white with black lettering.

He pressed one of them, checking to see if it was a button. Instead of going in, the block came out. The letter d fell out of the door and onto the floor. Matteo picked it back up and stared at it in confusion.

“Did you break it, Matteo? It would be so sad to get this far and have to turn around because you broke the door,” Ilaria said. “I want me some riches.”

“I didn’t break it. I think it’s supposed to do that,” Matteo said.

He reached over to the letters. All of them were loose. It looked like he could swap the letters around.

Ashif clapped and pointed. “It’s an anagram!”

“A what?”

“We can rearrange the letters to form a new word. Or in this case, a new phrase. Here, give me all the letters and we’ll see what we can make,” Ashif said.

Matteo took all the blocks off the door and handed them over. Ashif arranged them on the floor, trying out various permutations. After a few tries, he said to himself, Could it be that easy?

He arranged the letters into the words 'open door' and placed them back into the bar across the doorway. As soon as the final letter was placed, they sank into the door and it sank into the floor. They had solved the puzzle.

Everyone dropped into a combat stance, but their vigilance wasn’t necessary. Dozens of vines snaked across the room. They had caught and killed the swarm of goblins that had inhabited the room. The vines may have been green at one point, but now they were desiccated and brown. It looked like trap was deactivated, for a certain definition of that word.

They cautiously walked into the room, but nothing twitched. The room was standard size, mostly full of vines and monster corpses. There were symbols on the walls, partially hidden by the vines.

Ilaria pointed to the walls and said, “Those are musical notes. Who wants to bet the clue says only the right song may pass?”

Matteo laughed and pointed to the words above the doorway. Only the musician may pass. He said, “So close.”

Predictably, the bar across the door this time had musical notes. None of the squad were musically inclined, but they figured it out after a few wrong notes. Ashif was ready for another monster filled room, but he needn’t have bothered. This was the artifact room.

Like all temples, the final room held a pedestal with a light shining down on it. A pair of artifacts lay on the pedestal: one normal and the other strange. The first one was a green circlet. Matteo’s interface called it the “Prince’s Crown of Domination”. The other one looked like a rubber ball made up of strangely shaped rubber bands. It was squishy and bounced well. Its name was “Sillybandz of Transformation”. Matteo found it disconcerting for some reason and handed it over to Ashif to hold.

“Well, this room looks like all the other artifact rooms I have seen. There aren’t any extra doors or hatches. What am I missing, Medjay?” Matteo said.

Medjay nodded and walked over to the wall. “They have these access panels so you could add or remove crystallium from the system as needed. I believe they had a special tool to open up this hatch. Since no new artifacts will be created, we don’t have to worry about doing things the gentle way. Just cut the floor open right here.”

Matteo nodded and quickly created an illuminate jet. The spear of cutting light started at his finger and sliced through the metal flooring of the temple. When he was done, he lifted up the square and tossed it to the side.

There was machinery below the floor, coils and tubes, pneumatics and gears. It reminded him of what he saw when he cut open Medjay’s back when they were in the basilica. Which made sense, of course, they were designed by the same people. Matteo’s spell had cut through several important looking parts. He had probably just broken it. Not that it really mattered at this point. No more monsters and artifacts meant that the spell form had outlived its usefulness.

“Do you see the purple tube in the back? The crystallium storage carts should be below that. If you cut around that, we should be able to get at them,” Medjay said.

Matteo nodded and sent out another illuminate jet. He was still giddy about how easy it was. A flick of his finger and the spell was activated. He had gotten faster with his rune core, too. He didn’t need to put his hand to his chest anymore. He could mentally activate the wireform interface now. Then a touch with his fingertip and the spell was ready. It was more than he could have wished for.

Once the spell was done cutting, he hopped into the hole and started passing bits of machinery up. They had to clear out a lot of it before the crystallium storage was revealed. He broke in and marveled at the jackpot. No wonder kaiju loved eating founder’s temples. This was all solid mana and no dirt. There was at least a ton of crystallium in the storage here. If people knew about this, it would change mining towns forever.

Normally, a crystallium vein was one part crystal and fifty parts rock. It was the reason a town had to be built around the vein. They had to mine the rock carefully without shattering the crystal. That took time. But if people knew they could cut into the floor of a temple and get all the crystallium they wanted, it would upend their entire way of life.

“I think we are going to need to make more than one trip,” Matteo yelled up to the rest of them. He grabbed a few pounds and climbed back up. “We can load up our hover sled and still have plenty left over.”

“Are you sure? The sled was designed to move cargo,” Ashif said as he walked up to the hole.

“See for yourself,” Matteo said, as he climbed up and out of the way.

Ashif only swore in response. The ladies rushed up and took a look into the hole.

“That’s a lot more crystallium than I expected. I thought it would have ten to fifty shards, not a thousand,” Medjay said. “They must have made some serious improvements after I was put into stasis.”

Chiara cackled and rubbed her hands together. “We are going to be so rich.”

Matteo started laughing. He got louder and louder. Chiara and Ashif took a step back. Medjay put her hand up to comfort him, but hesitated before touching him.

He reined in his laughter and said, “Sorry, sorry. Heh. I’m not going crazy, I promise. I just think it’s funny. Throughout the last year, we have gotten rich a half dozen times. Over and over again we think we have more than enough money and we are on easy street. But something always comes up. I have earned and spent more fortune after fortune. I was just thinking that if we have a king’s ransom of crystallium, something must be coming up where we will need to spend it all. Whatever it is will be ridiculous.”

“Don’t say that,” Chiara said. “It wouldn’t be maat. We have sacrificed for the good of everyone. It’s only fair that the goddess would reward us in the end.”

Matteo shrugged and said, “Whatever. Let’s load up the hover sled. I must have cut up some important stuff just now. Let’s get out of here before the structural integrity magics wear out and the place collapses in on us.”

“Don’t be so defeatist,” Medjay said. “Even if the ceiling were to fall in on us, that would only slow us down. Our combined artifacts are more than enough to dig out the crystallium.”

Matteo had to agree. Their squad was powerful now. Enough that a collapsing building was a minor inconvenience, not a death sentence. He started stacking up crystallium in the artifact room and jumped back down the hole to get more.

Eventually, they set up a human chain to more efficiently bring the crystallium up to ground level. A half hour later, they only had half of the stores up on the surface. It was more than enough. The hover sled probably couldn’t carry any more. Ashif had the bright idea of bringing the sled into the artifact room instead of bringing the crystallium out. It took a bit of careful maneuvering, but it worked. The idea probably saved them hours of hauling crystallium back and forth.

Once they were out of the temple, Matteo turned their hover sled southeast again and they sped off. They were still far from home, but that didn’t matter anymore. They wouldn’t have to stop again if they didn’t want to. At this rate, they should get there in less than a week.

Matteo expected it to be an uneventful week. They would be able to speed past any monsters they came across. They could probably cull some of the monsters without slowing down. He had some plans to experiment with his new magics and train their teamwork. More importantly, he had plans with Ilaria and Medjay. He had bought gifts for each of them and now felt like a good time to give them. Depending on how they felt afterwards, he wanted to have a talk with them both.
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Matteo sighed in contentment as Medjay nestled closer to him. This was a fantastic idea for a date. They were sitting on the top of a hill, looking out at the night sky. He felt like Carcassonne city was just over the next hill. He knew it would take one more day to get there, but he was already feeling better about being close to home.

“Thanks for setting up the shower, Matteo. I had no idea it would feel so divine. I still can’t believe you were able to create it out here in the wilderness,” Medjay said.

“It took half of my mana pool, but I think it was worth it,” Matteo replied. He had carved out a boulder with several force swords and then had a fire and water golem work together to get the temperature right.

“More than worth it,” Medjay said.

She pulled him in for a kiss on the lips. Their kiss lingered, soft and sensual. He ran his hand up her back, settling in to caress her scalp and her still damp hair.

Medjay cooed and leaned into his hand. “That feels so wonderful. I can’t believe there are so many sensations that are different as a human. It’s not just that I can feel more now, that feeling means something. It’s like you are rubbing the pleasure center of my brain.”

“If you think that’s something special, just wait until...”

“Until what, Matteo?”

“Never mind.”

She leaned in close and said softly, “Until what?”

Matteo cleared his throat and said, “You know what I was going to say. It’s not the time or place. Anyway, I wanted to give you something.”

“Really? Oh, that’s so sweet of you. I didn’t get you anything.”

“Don’t worry about that. I got you gifts because I like you, not because I wanted something in return. Besides, I didn’t get you anything too special. Just something I thought you would like,” Matteo said and reached down to the bag at their feet.

He pulled out a small jar. It was full of a tan paste that had cost entirely too much, in his opinion. He had bought it on the Titan when he was flush with gold and now he had plenty of crystallium. So the cost didn’t really matter. He just hoped she would like it.

“This is a jar of lotion. It’s kind of like a healing salve, but it’s meant for daily use. The lady that sold it to me said women use it to moisturize. It keeps you young looking. I didn’t get you it for that reason though, you are beautiful now and I can’t imagine that changing when you age. Anyway, I figure this will help your skin get used to the harsh reality of being human. You can use it on your soles if we go walking a lot, or if you get a blister or whatever.”

Medjay threw her arms around him and hugged him tight. “Thank you, Matteo. You are so thoughtful.”

“I have one more thing. I got you this, but I don’t want you to read into it. It’s just a silk nightgown, so you can be comfortable at night. I’m not saying I want to see you in it or anything,” Matteo said as he handed over the silk garment.

“You don’t want to see me in this?” Medjay said with a raised eyebrow.

The image of her in the nightgown popped into his head. He felt his pants grow tight as he imagined the silk sliding across her curves.

“That’s not what I meant. I mean, I...” Matteo stammered. He collected himself and said, “I would very much enjoy seeing you in that nightgown, and out of it as well. I want you to know that I respect you and your feelings. I don’t want to say or do anything that would make you uncomfortable.”

“Thank you, Matteo,” she said and booped his nose. “I always feel safe around you. That’s why you might see me in and out of this nightgown one of these days.”

He hugged her again and sat back with a smile. The night sky was more beautiful than ever now.

“I wanted to talk to you about that, the one of these days kind of thing. We’ve been dating for a bit, and I wanted to know where you felt like this was going,” Matteo said.

“I see. You butter me up with gifts and then ask me if I like you,” Medjay said. Matteo started to stutter, but she talked over him. “Lucky for you, I happen to like you. A lot.”

“I like you too. And to be vulnerable here, I think I could love you too. I want to keep dating, to explore us,” Matteo said and gave her a kiss. “We should probably talk about what that entails, though. You and Ilaria came to me and suggested I date you both, and I couldn’t be happier about that. I wanted to ask though, would you be ok if we made that arrangement a more permanent thing? Not just me dating two people, but the three of us in a more long-term arrangement.”

Matteo saw a dozen micro-expressions cross her face before she said, “I won’t deny I was kind of hoping I could have you to myself. But Ilaria is great. I’m honestly not jealous of her at all. She has been so kind, even though I know she was suspicious of me at first. I guess if we are doing this with anyone, Ilaria is a great choice. How do you feel about it?”

“That’s a good question. I grew up thinking monogamy was the only choice. I’ve heard about poly relationships. There were a few families on the turtle that practiced polygamy or polyandry. I just never thought I would be one of them. When we started this, we were all thinking it would be a choice, one or the other. Now that things are getting serious, I don’t think I can give up either of you. As long as you’ll have me?”

“I’ll have you. For now. You need to keep being awesome. I think I will demand showers every time we are flying through the wilderness in a bid to release a bit of celestial magic that will affect the entire world.”

Matteo laughed. “If this ever happens again, I promise to carve out another shower in the wilds.”

“See that you do. If you forget, I will demand a lot of kisses in payment.”

He leaned down and gave her a dozen quick kisses over her face and down her neck. When he was done, they both sighed at the same time. That kicked off a burst of laughter, and they sat together in silence for a bit.

A few minutes later, Matteo said, “Oh, hey, one more question, completely unrelated. I’ve noticed that your speech patterns have changed a bit. You aren’t quite so formal anymore.”

“Yes, that’s intentional. Ever since I got my human body, I haven’t felt like rebelling against my creators anymore. That was the main motivation for my obfuscating elocution. I knew they would hate it to hear me talk fancy. Now that I’m all human, I don’t care what they would have thought. I realized they are all dead now, and their opinions never mattered in the first place. I might still use a fancy word when it’s the best choice, but I gave myself the freedom to speak however I want now.”

Matteo hugged her again. “I like seeing this freer side of you. Not that your vocabulary ever bothered me, I just like hearing you are doing what you want to. I want to see you happy.”

“I like seeing you happy too,” Medjay said. They leaned into each other with a sigh.

“Speaking of the founders, I guess you knew them as the Nubians. Do you think they had something to do with the celestial’s guide not popping up? It’s been on my mind the last few days.”

“Mine too. Atticus said that the celestials aren’t goddesses, which was such a jarring thought. Don’t tell Chiara, but I think he was right. When I talked to the goddesses, they never accepted worship and always insisted I call them by name. It never occurred to me that they weren’t divine.

“I think it was my programming that is to blame. I think my creators forced religion on me. I was created by the Nubians, which had churches and priests. The other two peoples didn’t have churches. The war that I remember was the religious against the secular. Ma’at and her sisters were on the side of the secular. This whole time, I thought the goddesses won the war and destroyed the Nubians. Now I wonder if the celestials left, and the Nubians won the following conflict.

“It’s the name. Founders. You call the people that fought against the celestials founders, right? They didn’t found this world, they founded the religion that kept everyone down. They set up a system where they were in charge. They held all the power. The celestials wanted to give everyone that power with the guide, and they fought to keep that power for themselves. They founded this system of nobility and inequality,” Medjay said.

Matteo blinked. “Whoa. It all makes sense. I always wondered why we called them founders if they were the bad guys. The history got muddled, but the name founders stuck. I bet the only reason you can think critically about it now is because your brain is organic. I’m happy we are both completely human now.”

She pulled him close and trailed her hands over his biceps and down his chest. She stopped at his waist and tapped his tunic. She said, “I’ve been thinking about activities that might make us both even happier. I don’t know if I am ready yet, but I might be by the time things have settled down a bit.”

He pulled her closer in a hug and said over her shoulder. “That sounds like a wonderful idea. Very exciting. Don’t rush yourself, though. I know it would be new for you. I want us to last a long while, so take your time until you feel ready.”

She kissed him passionately, and they leaned back on the blanket again. The night sky really was beautiful tonight.

...

They crossed the border into their home nation around lunchtime the next day. They decided to stop and cook something, but that required they make the place safe first. There was a collection of monsters in the tall grasses. They were spread out, but all of them started heading towards the hover sled as soon as they entered the valley.

Closest to them and fastest running was a warthog. It must have been one of the monsters created by the Echidna spell form because it was huge. It towered over them, at least twenty feet tall at its shoulders.

Ashif made a wall appear, ankle high to the charging beast. The monster saw it and jumped over with ease. He tried again with a larger wall, but the warthog used its huge curved teeth to knock it out of its way.

The walls were still enough of a distraction that it didn’t see Chiara’s attack until it was too late. Five of her huge terror wasps descended on the large monster, stingers first. They slammed down with a series of thumps. The warthog’s skin was too tough for the summon’s stingers. The wasps were undeterred and crawled towards the warthog's face.

One of the terror wasps stabbed into the monster’s eye, popping it. The warthog screamed in pain, throwing its head back with its mouth wide open. That was the last mistake it ever made.

Three of the wasps lifted off and buzzed around. One after another, they made a reckless dive into the monster’s wide mouth, detonating on impact. The final explosion was deep enough that it hit the warthog’s brain. It collapsed to the ground, dead.

Matteo sent an illuminate jet into its skull to be sure. It took two runes to make it through the bone, but it was better to be safe than sorry. There were more monsters on the way and he decided to test out some of his lesser used runes. With dexterous hands, he tapped and threw out the runes for fireball, crystal spear, and an ice golem.

That took care of four of the rampaging monsters, and Medjay handled the last one with a summoned steel eagle. Medjay was sure there was a monster core in the warthog, so she and Ashif started butchering. Matteo left them to it and started making lunch. He was the chef again today. Most of them liked his cooking best.

A half hour later, they returned triumphant. As he was cleaning up, Ashif said, “Hey guys, I was thinking of switching out the wall relic for one of the new artifacts we got a few days ago. I don’t think creating walls fits my personality. I was thinking transformation bands would be more my style.” He slid the relic wall ring off his finger.

“No!” Matteo and Chiara yelled at the same time.

Matteo continued calmly, saying, “The last time we switched artifacts in the field, a few of us almost died. I think it’s a good idea to consider changing artifacts to one that suits you better, but let’s keep things the same for now. Once we activate the quest, we can revisit the idea, ok?”

Ashif had flinched back when they both said no. When Matteo finished talking, he slid the ring back on his finger and said, “Fine. I’ll keep things the same for now. I’m definitely changing later, though.”

“No problem. We’ll reach the city soon. One final mission and you can do whatever you want. Once the quest system is worldwide, I figure our little squad can disband. I, for one, plan on doing a lot of relaxing.”

Chiara turned to Ashif and said, “If you’re stealing one of our hard won artifacts, you better leave us the relic.”

Ashif sputtered, “There is so much wrong with that statement. I don’t know where to start. First off, it wasn’t hard won, we strolled through there. Secondly-”

Matteo ignored their good-natured bickering and walked over to Ilaria. He softly said, “Hey. I was thinking it would be nice to have a picnic for lunch today. Just you and me.”

For some reason, that made her frown.

“What? You don’t want a picnic? That’s fine.”

“No, let’s do it. Let’s go on a picnic. I saw a pond in the middle of the valley. Let’s go there,” Ilaria said.

Matteo knew there was something there, but he figured they could talk about it on the picnic. He finished making lunch and packed up two portions. He also grabbed a bottle of mead he had been saving. It was barrel aged apple mead with cinnamon spice.

The walk over to the pond was pleasant. It was a nice day and a soft breeze blew through the valley. Once they got there, he threw out a blanket and dished up her potion.

“This is kind of like dolmades, but instead of veggies wrapped in grape leaves, I wrapped them in kale instead. It’s just what they had available on the titan before we left. There are also sauteed eggplant and warthog skewers with a yogurt sauce,” Matteo said.

Ilaria smiled and said, “This is fantastic. It’s seriously unbelievable how you are able to do so much out here in the wilds. You only had a few hours to go shopping on the elephant, but you have kept us well fed the whole time we have been out here.”

“Thanks, I try. I’m just glad I thought of it before things got crazy and we had to jump off the titan.”

They ate lunch and chatted about nothing. It was very relaxing, nicer than he expected. They were still in the wilds, but it felt like they were back home, safe and protected. Part of it was probably the fact that they could handle whatever kind of monster this world could throw at them.

After he put away the dishes, Matteo poured her a glass of the mead and then got out something he had hidden in the bottom of the bag.

“I got this for you right after we visited the enchanter’s guild on the elephant. The lady said it was the fanciest one in all of Ceto,” Matteo said.

He handed her the gift. It was a porcelain mask studded with rubies. Weeks ago, when they were talking about what they wanted to spend their riches on, this is what she had mentioned.

“Thank you,” Ilaria said, and immediately set it aside.

“Do you not like it?”

“It’s great, Matteo, really. It’s just like the one I told you about way back when. I wanted one so bad, I actually already got one. I bought it as I was heading tailward on the titan. We must have gone to the same store, because it’s identical.”

He guffawed. “I’m so sorry. I’ll get you something better next time, I swear.”

She grimaced and said, “I don’t know if there should be a next time, actually.”

“What do you mean?” Matteo asked, his heart pounding.


Book 3 Chapter 44: Just Friends

“I mean, I don’t think the romance between us is going to work out. I think we might be better off staying friends,” Ilaria said.

Matteo’s heart skipped a beat. “But that’s... it’s not... Why would you say that? I thought things were going well between us. I like you and I thought you liked me, too.”

“That’s just it. You only like me. You love her.”

“I don’t know about that. I mean, I might love her one day, but we’re not there yet. It takes time to develop a relationship. Why aren’t you giving us time?”

“You do love her. Maybe it’s easier to see from the outside. You reach out to her first when you are happy or sad. In the middle of battle, your instincts are to protect her before anyone else.”

“Is this wishful thinking? Do you want to end things and you want me to be happy with my other relationship?”

“Think about it, Matteo, really think. Over the last week, who did you talk to the most? Who’s hand do you hold when your mind wanders? When we got into this valley and started fighting, where was I?”

He couldn’t answer her.

“You don’t know because I wasn’t there. I hopped off before you repositioned and you didn’t notice. You accidentally left me. I’m not mad. If I thought I was unsafe, I would have yelled out. I noticed you only have eyes for her and it made me realize I don’t have romantic feelings for you either,” she said and turned away as she continued to talk. “I mentioned earlier that Medjay and I fell in love with the idea of you. When we started dating more, I think I started missing the fantasy. I wanted what they had in the stories, my own prince that knows exactly when I am sad or knows not to give me identical bracelets as his other girlfriend.”

“I said I was sorry about that. I made a mistake. It’s why I got you the mask. I wanted to make it up to you.”

“That’s fine. The bracelet wasn’t the important thing. It’s the reaction I had. I expected perfection, and I was disappointed with reality. I think I need to spend more time single, to understand why I expect a fairy tale romance when I’m living in the real world.”

They sat there in silence for a while. Matteo needed the time to digest. Was she right? Had he dropped the ball on his relationship with Ilaria because he was more invested in the one with Medjay? The more he thought about it, the more he realized that he hadn’t put his best into his relationship with Ilaria.

“I don’t know if you are right about me and Medjay. I guess it doesn’t matter to our relationship though. You want to end things, and it sounds like you have put a lot of thought into this. I’m not going to try and force it when you aren’t feeling it,” he said. The wind rustled the tall grasses around them. He felt tears threatening, but nothing fell. “Do you still want to be friends? Not like, amicable, but actual friends?”

“Yes. I think you are a great guy. I would be proud to call you my friend, if you’ll have me.”

“Of course. I want to stay friends. You are wonderful. Anyone would be lucky to have you in their lives. To friends,” Matteo said and raised a glass of the mead. She toasted him back with a smile.

It still felt a little awkward to him. He could tell now that she had made up her mind about them days ago. She had been growing more distant. But for him, it was still a shock to lose a girlfriend and gain a friend.

Ilaria walked back to the rest of the squad and Matteo stayed at the pond for a while. His vision of the future had been shattered. He had been planning on a poly relationship, and now he only had one woman that liked him that way. The more he thought about it, the more at peace he was. He hadn’t wanted to give up on Ilaria, but he hadn’t been looking forward to a long-term relationship with two women. Now he could focus on Medjay and do his best to make her happy.

Once he got back to the group, they packed up and boarded the hover sled again. Over the last few days, they had made seats out of the crystallium and padded them with their bedrolls. They were traveling in comfort and style.

They had been avoiding most monsters for faster travel, but as they got closer to their destination, they engaged more and more of them. They wanted to clear their homeland of monsters now that it was possible. In addition, most of them had a massive increase in power that they were still getting used to.

Ilaria was able to one-shot monsters from farther away now. She could even smoke some of the bigger monsters with a large bolt of lightning. She was particularly excited to discover that she could cage and levitate monsters using a lighting field instead of an attack.

Chiara had mostly the same functionality out of her wasps, but their transformation into “real” summons had some interesting applications. They could fly much further away than her old energy summons could, and they understood more complex instructions.

Medjay burned to experiment with her cards, but she was putting all her mana into charging up the playing cards instead. She was about halfway through the deck at this point.

Matteo did several experiments on seldom used runes. His tests with the ice rune were fun, but not more deadly than the alternatives. His favorite experiment was when he applied the bounce rune to a monster. It jumped in the air and then bounced higher and higher and higher. When the rune wore off, it went splat.

Ashif got into the experimenting too. He practiced creating larger and thicker walls, knowing that they might get into a fight soon. He got faster and faster with his artifact. Eventually, they got closer to their goal and their experimenting stopped.

Seeing the white walls of Carcassonne felt like coming home. Which was kind of weird for Matteo. Most of his experiences in that city had been terrible. He had spent most of the time there imprisoned in the artifact mines below the city. For some reason, he still felt relief when he saw the city in the distance.

“So, what’s the plan for getting into the city?” Chiara said.

“I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about it over the last few days and I imagine their security is tighter since the last time we were here. Maybe IDs have pictures now or something,” Matteo replied.

“Can we fly over with the hover sled? I know it would cost more crystallium, but we have lots, right?” she asked.

Ashif shook his head. “No, I don’t think that will work. They have the magic shield that creates a dome over the city. That thing won’t even let rain in, let alone us. Even if we found a way through the shield, the guards would see us.”

“What about that ignore me effect on the sled? I thought that’s why we weren’t constantly getting swarmed by monsters,” Chiara said.

“I’m not sure. Sometimes it seems like it’s working, other times the monsters see us right away. I’ve tried examining the sled, but the runes are obfuscated. I bet the sled is founder-made,” Ashif said. “What do you think, Matteo?”

“Yeah, it’s for sure founder tech. I’ve been paying attention to the effects of the runes and I think I have it figured out. It makes things unnoticeable between thirty yards and two hundred yards. Anything close by can see us, or anything far away notices there is something there. Basically, we can’t sneak up to the walls in this. They will see us coming,” he said.

That stymied them for a bit before Medjay said, “What about a rock golem? You can create a tunnel by creating golem after golem, right? It won’t set off the tremor alarms because you aren’t chipping away at the stone. Your magic just sucks it up.”

Matteo shook his head. “My artifact doesn’t work that way anymore. I can only create golems for the elements that I have runes for. I don’t have a stone rune. I can only create a fire, water, and air golem now.”

“Well, poop,” Medjay said with a pout.

Matteo was struck by how cute that response was. Maybe Ilaria was right. He had strong feelings for the adorable former automaton.

“What about coming at the problem from a different direction?” Ilaria said. “We need to get in, but who says we need to be sneaky about it? How about we walk in the front door? If they catch us, we let them. No one knows Matteo has his artifact within himself. He can get us out of jail and then we are already in the city.”

Chiara tsked, “Not a fan of that plan. Too many ways for it to go wrong. They could try to kill us instead of capture, or they could have an artifact that wouldn’t let us escape no matter what magics we have. It’s too risky.”

“Fine. You come up with something then,” Ilaria said and stuck out her tongue.

Chiara stuck out her tongue right back at her. Then she actually had to come up with a plan. She was silent for a moment as she looked out at the city. They were flying closer, probably only half an hour out now

“See? It’s not so easy, is it?”

“Just give me a second,” she said and huffed.

Matteo steered around the city while she thought about it. They couldn’t get too close without a plan.

Chiara finally spoke up, “Ashif, you said we can’t teleport in because they have a city wide ward that blocks teleportation magic. You helped them maintain it. Is it possible we could damage the ward from a distance? Then we can use our tried-and-true plan of teleporting past all of their defenses.”

“That wouldn’t work, all the wards are carved on the inside of the city walls. We can’t get to them,” Ashif said. He kept looking down at his keystone orb and back up at the city. “It doesn’t matter, anyway. The arrow pointing to the quest cache isn’t pointing at the city. It’s pointing at the mountain behind it.”

Matteo almost ran into a tree. It wasn’t in the city? Was it possible that the Sisters didn’t know about this cache? That would make things so much easier. Chiara probably expected things to get easier. It was only maat. They had so many things work against them over the last several months; it was very unbalanced. Matteo wasn’t counting on catching a break, though. He fully expected the mountain location to be somehow worse than being in the city.

They took a wide circle around Carcassonne city, making sure not to get too close to those white walls. Ashif was able to triangulate their destination, which turned out to be in the foothills about twenty miles northwest of the city. As they drew closer, Matteo slowed down the hover sled. As they crested a ridge, he set them down.

“What are we looking at here?” Ilaria said.

“Well, it looks like a government crystallium mine. Temporary walls, soldiers heading in and out of an underground area. I think I see them loading something up in a wagon,” Matteo said.

“Clearly, they are taking us more seriously now. They must have set up this ruse so they could protect the site, but not draw undue attention if we didn’t already know about the cache,” Medjay said.

“You guys must have better peepers than I do. I just see a bunch of blobs moving around. What are we dealing with?” Chiara said.

“We got at least a platoon of soldiers, three or more squads of bound, and spider riders,” Matteo said, and shivered. “They think they are being clever, but they have several ballista poorly hidden along the wall. Enough of them to take out a kaiju.”

“But not a moving mountain, right? Can’t you do your gargantuan golem gambit again and squash the entire village?” she asked.

“No, my artifact changed. I can still create golems, but they can’t change size. I don’t have a stone rune anyway,” he said with a sigh.

“I think I see something else concerning,” Medjay said. “Matteo, look at the upper left portion of the building,” Medjay said.

He swore. “Sisters of Truth. Now we are up against automatons with relics as well.”

That put a damper on the conversation. They had confidence going up against humans, but every encounter with Sisters had them running away. Their combined magics were overwhelming, enough power to swing the fates of nations.

Matteo looked at the small squad he had with him. He felt a blossoming hope. “I think we can do it. We might have enough power to take them on in a frontal assault.”
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“Matteo, buddy. Count with me. One, two, three, four, five. There are five of us lowly peasants, up against an army led by automatons built for war. What makes you think we have a chance in Hades of surviving a fight with them, let alone winning?” Chiara said, acting like she was talking to a toddler.

Matteo chuckled and shoved her. “I’m not an idiot. I’m serious. You could probably take out the entire platoon by yourself. Your enormous terror wasps are deadly. Ilaria was already a force to be reckoned with before she got her upgrade. I wouldn’t be surprised if she could take out four sisters with a single lightning ball. Medjay has been charging up her summons, every one different from the last. Ashif’s walls can protect us against almost any attack. You know about my spells and rune words, now I can create elemental golems as well. We aren’t five peasants. We are an army.”

“I... I guess you have a point. We are kind of powerful now. But that doesn’t mean that we can rush in like fools and expect to survive,” Chiara said.

“So we take the time to plan. The five of us can do a lot when we put our minds to it,” Matteo said.

“I already have some suggestions,” Medjay said. "If we take the time to set things up, we might just have a chance against that army down there.”

...

Matteo took a deep breath. It was a nice night. Neither of the moons were out right now, but the stars were beautiful. He had never learned the constellations, but he could see the river Styx as it wandered across the sky. The stream of stars never failed to amaze him.

He hadn’t seen it much growing up. The lights of Tartaruga town made it hard to see the stars at night, and he rarely left home. He had seen the stars more in the last few months than all of his life previously. It was bizarre to think that going out at night might be safe for everyone soon.

“Is it time?” Chiara said.

Matteo slowly got to his feet. “Everyone ready?” When they nodded, he said, “Alright, let’s get started. Ashif, you’re up first.”

This part better work. They had spent three days getting phase one ready. Phase two and three were prepared within hours, but phase one was a hassle and a half. If all that work ended up being for nothing, Matteo would be so frustrated.

Ashif nodded and stood up. He dramatically placed a crystallium shard into his rune scribe pen. He had bought it in Ceto and showed it off at every chance he got. Once the pen was ready, Ashif connected a storage rune with an activation rune and phase one kicked off. The first of five runic circles lit up.

The five of them ran out and peeked out of the cave. The army was dug into the foothills, but his squad was hiding in the mountain above them. They couldn’t wait to see the results of the hundreds of runes carved into the stone. Matteo had spent so long carving out those pits, and Ilaria couldn’t stop complaining about filling them.

A few seconds later, the runic circle in the stone pit finished charging, and the teleportation activated. A monster disappeared here and reappeared inside the army’s fortifications. It had been sleeping off the stunning effects of Ilaria’s lighting power, but the sudden transport woke it up. It slowly stood up to its full twelve feet and extended its claws. The owlbear roared and started attacking all around it.

Ashif had placed the monster near the front gate, by the barracks of sleeping soldiers. The owlbear easily clawed through the wooden walls and started indiscriminately killing. Matteo wished he could hear their shouts of surprise, but it was too far away. If the Carcassonne army hadn’t lit up their camp with mana lights, he wouldn’t even know the teleport had succeeded.

The owlbear made it halfway through the barracks before it was forced back outside. A bound was smacking it with a large feather, each hit creating shockwaves and sending it skidding across the dirt. The monster wasn’t going to go down without a fight. When it saw it couldn’t contend with the bound’s artifact, it spun and attacked some of the guards behind it.

Three more guards were killed before another bound appeared. They had an expanding artifact of some sort. Matteo couldn’t see what from here. He saw that the owlbear was skewered and died a moment later.

“That worked pretty well, don’t you think?” Ashif said.

“Better than expected,” Matteo said and patted him on the shoulder.

“I’m hoping for more,” Ilaria said. “With the amount of effort and crystallium we put into this thing, I expect nothing but perfection.”

Ilaria had spent days tracking down and incapacitating monsters while Matteo used his force sword to carve out pits to hold them. Once Ashif was done carving the teleportation runes, they stuffed the monsters in there and put a boulder on top. Ilaria kept shocking them periodically to knock them out and keep them quiet.

“Well, then. Let’s see how close to perfection we can get,” Ashif said and activated the second ritual circle. This one was bigger and filled with more than one monster.

When the teleport completed, five monsters fell out of the sky above the walled encampment. Four of them woke and spread their wings in time. The fifth bounced. They had been teleported just below the angle the ballista could fire. The captain in charge of the night shift must be going crazy, thinking that so many monsters had slipped past the guards on the wall. No one thought of teleportation right away. The idea that someone would spend a few hundred gold worth of crystallium on teleporting a monster was ludicrous.

Four muck drakes spread out along the camp, dripping caustic gunk wherever they went. The magical muck burned any exposed skin and blinded anyone that was unlucky enough to get it in their eyes. A soldier wielding a sonic crossbow shot one of the four out of the sky. The other three dived into groups of men, spreading its caustic magic everywhere it touched.

The monsters fought valiantly, but they were killed even faster than the owlbear. Still, more than a dozen soldiers were dead now, and a dozen more were carried to the infirmary. Matteo smiled. Excellent progress.

With the second attack, more and more of the camp were roused and armed themselves for an attack. A group of Sisters congregated at the gate, with others moving to the walls.

Behind them in the cave, the largest boulder started moving. The monster in that pit was trying to get out.

“Billy is trying to get out again. We need to send him,” Ilaria said.

“Go ahead and send three and four at once,” Matteo said. “We almost have the whole base up.”

Ashif nodded and activated two runic circles. Moments later, two monsters dropped out of the sky. The first was a vine snake, a twenty foot long snake covered in thorns. As it moved, it laid down a bed of vines. From the distance, it looked like a section of the base was turning green while soldiers tried in vain to hit the fast moving monster. If anyone stepped onto the green, they were immediately wrapped in thorny vines.

The other monster was affectionately known as Billy the tortoise beetle. Unlike most tier two monsters, Billy had no offensive magics. All of its power went into strengthening its spine covered shell. The same bound with the feather artifact smacked the beetle, but it didn’t even budge.

Billy stomped its way across the courtyard, heading for the collection of soldiers near the front gate. Dozens of soldiers attacked with sonic crossbows and enchanted arrows. Billy pulled its head in a bit and kept charging. Unlike its namesake, this tortoise beetle was fast. It squashed a half-dozen soldiers before it bounced off the wooden walls.

By now, the entire base was awake, and they were streaming towards the monsters in their midst. Most of the attacks against the vine snake missed, but it was eventually sliced into pieces by four huge glass blades. Billy held on for much longer. Bright yellow beams of light deflected off its shell. Green blobs hit its shell and bounced off. Soldiers would sometimes try to get underneath it, but the tortoise beetle seemed to sense that and slammed down to the ground before they could.

The fight ended when one of the Sisters engaged. She used her relic to lift Billy into the air and flip it onto its back. Matteo was impressed. That tortoise beetle literally weighed tons. The monster’s belly wasn’t as protected, and it died shortly after that. The soldiers were on the lookout for other monsters, but none came. There were a few fires started from the fight, and they were put out.

“That was my Sister. The eleventh. Her telekinesis relic is formidable. I’m glad we aren’t down there, trying to fight her up close,” Medjay said.

It looked like about a third of their fighting force was killed in the surprise monster visit. It was a good start. Even better, there were plenty of targets near the eastern gate. They couldn’t risk hitting the western side of the camp because they guessed that was where the cache was hidden. But the eastern side was fair game.

Matteo smiled and pulled out his runic core. One of the orbiting balls was the stored rune word, oil-fireball-wind-magnify. A fireball blossomed from his finger and shot forward. As it flew, it grew and grew into titanic proportions. This was the same spell he fought kaiju with. The super fireball exploded as it hit, a conflagration that could be seen for miles and miles.

Before the explosion cleared, Matteo motioned everyone to the back of the cave. It was time to use the fifth circle.

“Ashif, throw up a wall before we get going. They might have seen where the fireball came from,” Matteo said.

Ashif rolled his eyes but threw up a pair of walls with a negligent wave of his hand. Then he knelt down and carefully started the activation process for the final teleport.

“That wasn’t a fireball, that was a divine smite. They’ll still be on fire when they get across the river Styx,” Chiara said excitedly.

Matteo laughed, but was interrupted by two loud thumps. Something had hit the walls Ashif put up. The first one was gone and the second was severely dented in. He threw up another pair of walls and quickly finished activating the teleport. They nervously waited the next few seconds for the magic to whisk them away.

With an unheard pop, they relocated to a grassy hill in front of the mountain. They were east of the foothills, in sight of the gates Matteo had just blown away with his super fireball. The night sky was still lit up with the flaming remnants of the army camp. Bits of wood were spread out across the valley in a wide spray.

There were two exceptions to the devastation. There was a pristine circle of untouched camp, with a section of wall standing on its own. One of the Sisters must have protected that area. Off to the left of that were a dozen metal bathtubs. Soldiers had hidden underneath them as the fireball came down the mountain. People were tossing the steaming metal off of them and tending to their fellows. Most of the survivors were shell-shocked.

The bound with the strongest artifacts were racing up the mountain to deal with whoever sent that fireball. They didn’t realize Matteo’s squad was already gone. Time to take advantage of their split focus.

“Chiara, Medjay, time for phase two. Medjay, let us get ours into position before you throw your cards,” Matteo said.

As he spoke, he pulled out his runic core and started casting spells one after another. He spent three quarters of his mana pool on the same rune, wind. Since it was an elemental rune, his core converted each one into an air golem. Within a few seconds, he had a swarm of golems floating in the air above him. They were mostly transparent, smudges in the night sky.

“Head up and spread out. Descend on that army camp at the same time and attack any humans within. If you can’t break their skins, try suffocation,” Matteo said.

Thirty air golems floated away, fast as a breeze. Normally, the soldiers could handle this type of threat. But most of them were still reeling from the attack and the transparent golems were almost silent in the sky. Chiara waited until the golems were off before she added her contribution.

Thirty wasps appeared and spread out. Chiara was mentally controlling them, no need to give them verbal instructions. They were going to fly in from the sides right after the air golems dropped in from above. Medjay waited for them all to get into position before she added thirty cards of her own.

She had charged up forty-five of her cards, but they only needed thirty for phase two. The cards streaked across the sky, flying a hundred yards before they impacted the ground. Thirty spots of light flashed across the valley, various summons appearing when the light passed.

Medjay couldn’t direct her summons, but they saw the enemy in the distance and immediately headed that way. There were a wide variety of attackers. Eight-legged horses ran alongside a trio of different sized werewolves. A steel eagle flew alongside a knife-wing harpy. Before they got too far, Matteo gave two of the humanoid ones a super-shield. It would help them attack, and they would last longer as a distraction.

The squad jumped into the dirt bunker they had prepared for this moment and hunkered down to watch the action.
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The survivors of the army mining base were a ragged bunch. Injured, half burnt, chain of command decimated. They were lucky to be alive. Dozens of mundane had died and several bound as well. When they saw Medjay’s summons approaching as a wave, they fought back with a desperate madness.

Thirty different summoned creatures poured into the huge gaps in the wall Matteo’s fireball had left. Normally, the ballista on the walls would cut down monsters before they got close, but everything facing that direction had been destroyed. A few of the bound had ranged artifacts, and took out three summons before they got close. The mundane soldiers had sonic crossbows, and they were even more effective, destroying five more summons.

Most of the ranged attacks focused on the green glowing monsters, the summons Matteo had protected with his super shield. All of their attacks were rebuffed. Only the avalanche of metal bathtubs slowed them down.

Then they were in melee range. Blood and mana exploded out, death and destruction on both sides. The soldier’s victory seemed assured until Matteo’s air golems came into play. They had taken time to float in from above, and now they attacked as one. The golems focused on the soldiers on the remaining walls, killing those manning the ballista and sonic crossbows. Air power was enough to knock weapons aside and punch holes through mundane skin.

Bound soldiers were made of tougher stuff. Even the compressed air of a golem wasn’t enough to break through their constitution. That was when the air golems jumped atop their heads. They sucked out the air from their lungs and held on. Suffocation was just as effective against bound as mundane.

Terror wasps joined the fight next. Their buzzing alerted the guards before they arrived, and five of them were blasted out of the sky. That still left twenty-five of the monsters ready to fight. They stabbed them with their stingers or exploded when that wasn’t enough.

Card summons, air golems, and terror wasps proved to be more than the surviving army could handle. They retreated to the western side of the complex, leaving the injured and dying to their fate. There were less than a third of the original army left, and things weren’t looking good for them.

Suddenly, a shower of glass shards fell out of the sky. It caught the summons unaware and destroyed dozens of them in the initial volley. Terror wasps exploded, taking out even more of them. Many of the air golems survived, able to reform around small injuries. They were torn apart by invisible forces a moment later. The two summons with super shields lasted longer, but soon they were defeated.

The Sisters had returned from the mountain. They finally realized that the fireball attack from that location was just a distraction. The teleportation runes would have been damaged by now, but would have provided a clue to how they escaped.

Time for phase three. The squad hopped onto the hover sled and left.

This was Matteo’s favorite part of the plan. The soldiers would stay up all night expecting another attack that would never come. The squad planned on hiding out in the hollow of a tree most of the night. His team would get a good night’s rest and replenish their mana. They would finish their attack an hour before dawn when the soldiers and Sisters were at their worst.

Matteo took first watch, an uneventful shift. While he waited, he finished filling up his artifact with stored rune words. One of them was new. It was a combination of all the elements he knew. It was a multi-part rune word. It was something he couldn't have created with his rune scribe pen, but it worked now that he had a rune core. He couldn’t wait to see what it did tomorrow. When his watch was over, he tucked into his bedroll with a grin on his face. He was shaken awake several hours later.

“Wake up, Matteo, we have a problem,” Ashif said.

“What? Did they find us?” Matteo said after he jolted awake.

“No, well yes. They found us twice in the night, but the girls eliminated the patrols quietly. But that’s not the problem,” Ashif said and pointed out the tree to the night sky. “That’s the problem.”

There was a light creeping across the night sky. It took Matteo a bit for his brain to engage and realize what he was looking at. It was a person. The golden anchor was flying in from Carcassonne. They hadn’t planned on anyone arriving this quick. They were miles and miles away. The soonest they expected the army to get reinforcements was three days.

“That’s one of the city’s anchors,” Ashif said. “Which is bad enough on its own. He’s almost invulnerable. The real problem is there could be others flying around up there and we wouldn’t know it because they aren’t glowing.”

“Yeah. That’s ... not good,” Matteo said and squinted. “There is no one up there in the sky with him right now, though. I would be able to see their magic.”

“At least there is that. Are we still going to do phase three? This changes things, doesn’t it?”

“Maybe. The man’s constitution and strength are legendary. Not sure if we have a good counter for that. I’m not sure my air golems could even suffocate him. Let’s wake the women and talk about it.”

Ilaria and Medjay were up and staring at the sky a few moments later. Chiara took considerably longer to wake up enough to be coherent.

When she was finally up and aware of the situation, she said, “Do we even want to kill him? Everyone says he’s a good guy.”

“You have a good point. He’s the one that caught us after our prison break. He could have killed us all and instead he put us to work saving the city,” Matteo said.

“If we want to avoid a deadly encounter, we could send summons up there to distract him,” Medjay said. “I have a few flying ones that could delay him.”

“That would just be kicking the problem down the road,” Ilaria said. “Either we come up with a plan to deal with him or we abandon this attempt. There are two other sites. Maybe one of them will have worse defenses.”

Matteo shook his head. “Not a fan of running. They had this level of defenses ready when they weren’t sure if we even knew about the cache. If we try the other two sites, there might be the whole army waiting for us instead of just a platoon.”

“Well then, what’s the plan?” Ilaria asked.

Matteo grimaced and tried to think of something. He checked his mana. It was full up. That meant he had enough for two or three rune words. The super fireball was out, even the Sisters could block that. The tornado one would be a waste of time. The huge crystal spear might work. Maybe if he hit him with an ears rune first. That would disorient the anchor and make it harder for him to dodge.

The ears rune gave him a different idea, though. The team agreed it was worth a shot. He traced out a message rune and cast it at the dot in the sky.

“Hey buddy,” Matteo said calmly. He had to chuckle as the dot wavered and spun around. “I’m not in the sky with you right now. I’m miles and miles away. I’m the guy you were sent here to handle. I wanted to have a quick chat, if that’s ok?”

Silence.

Matteo mentally checked the connection. The message rune was still active. He waited, knowing he couldn’t force this conversation.

“Who is this?”

“I told you. The guy you are here to deal with. My name is Matteo. We’ve actually met. After I escaped unjust punishment, you drafted me into the war with Thatcham. Thanks for that, by the way, I know you could have killed us all if you wanted. What’s your name?”

“You don’t know? I’m Anchor Odion Ank.”

“Happy to meet you, Odion.”

“So, why are you talking to me now? Are you turning yourself in?”

“No, the opposite, actually. I was hoping you would join the good guys,” Matteo said with a smile in his voice. He checked the connection and added another message rune. He would keep spending mana as long as the anchor was willing to talk.

“What?! You guys are the terrorists! If you want to be the good guys, you should turn yourself in. Where are you?”

“We are the good guys. We don’t need to turn ourselves in. But, hey. I’ll make you a deal. I have three questions for you. If you have good answers for all of them, I’ll turn myself in. I swear by Ma’at.”

There was a pause and then Odion said, “I don’t know what your game is, but it won’t work. You won’t be able to trick me into switching sides.”

“Then you won’t mind answering a few questions. Thatcham attacked the city you were sworn to defend, and you lost a lot of good men and women fighting alongside you. But then they suddenly stopped fighting. Neither side got what they wanted, so why did the war suddenly stop? Immediately after the treaty was signed, you went to work for them. Why? Why did you betray the memory of those that we lost in the war?”

He sputtered and said, “I didn’t betray anyone! We stopped fighting because there was a truce! I coordinated with Thatcham command to stop anti-theist terrorists like you.”

“Terrorists? Is that what you really believe? What kind of terrorist doesn’t strike terror in the hearts of civilians? Where is the propaganda? Why aren’t we claiming credit and telling everyone about our plans?”

There was silence for a few moments and then Matteo continued, “Don’t answer that. It’s not the second question. This is. What are the Sisters protecting? What did they tell you we were attacking for?”

Odion scoffed. “What kind of question is that? It’s a mine. You are here to steal the crystallium to fund your terrorist activities.”

“That’s the stupidest lie they have told you yet. Think about that one for just a second. Why would we attack a heavily fortified position instead of any of the dozens of mining towns around here?” Matteo paused to let the question sink in. He could see the dot in the sky slow down as they talked. The anchor was hovering in place now.

Matteo continued. “If we wanted crystallium, there are much easier ways to get it. In fact, let me give you a freebee. Founder’s temples store crystallium under the artifact room. It’s how they power the magics. You just have to cut through five feet of machinery and it’s all yours. We are literally sitting on a pile of crystallium right now.”

“That’s a stupid lie. If that were true, people would have discovered it by now.”

“I wondered the same thing myself. Surely others must have suspected that the founder's temples run on crystallium by now. Perhaps they weren’t willing to destroy a source of income, or perhaps some have discovered it and told no one. Anyway, that’s not important right now. Question three. What did you see in the sky a few days ago, and does that line up with anything you have learned from the Sisters?”

“You mean the mass hallucination? I don’t know what you hope to achieve with that bizarre subterfuge, but it’s no surprise that the Sisters and priests of Ma’at denounced it.”

“Ah yes, the group of anti-theist terrorists created a mass hallucination of goddesses. That makes total sense. Or, alternatively, that message came because we destroyed the source of monsters and kaiju in the world. Surely you have heard that no new monsters have been spawning. We are here to kick off a quest that will help everyone in the world.”

“I have heard the monsters have stopped spawning. You are claiming you are responsible?”

“It happened because of our actions, yes. And as you saw in the sky, the goddesses wanted us to do it. Now we have to take the next step and activate the guide for everyone.”

“There have been a lot of strange things happening recently. But I won’t switch loyalties just because I don’t understand why these things happened.”

Matteo paused for a moment and then said, “Right now, you have a choice. Are you going to blindly follow orders, or are you going to act on what you have learned over the years? You have to have suspected that the Sisters of Truth only care for themselves, not Carcassonne. The question boils down to this: are you loyal to the Sisters or the people?”

His only answer was silence.

Matteo let it stretch on. This conversation showed the anchor was willing to engage with him. Odion could have ignored him and kept flying, but he didn’t. After a while, he spoke up.

“Are you still there?” the anchor said.

“Indeed, I am,” Matteo said, fighting to keep calm.

“I won’t fight my own soldiers or guards.”

“And I wouldn’t expect you to. I doubt either of us could trust each other in a fight. All I am asking is that you turn around and fly back to Carcassonne. You can tell your superiors there that you got confused and turned around. Some new magic from the terrorists.”

“I... I could do that. But first. Tell me about this guide you claim you are activating.”

“When we are successful, you will see it for yourself. It’s an interface to the knowledge of the goddess, given to everyone. As we complete individual and national quests, more information is released. The message in the sky was related to the guide. We completed one of the worldwide quests. The Sisters have kept it locked up because they know they will lose their stranglehold on society. When the guide is activated, the people will have the power instead of the ruling class.”

There was another long pause and then Odion said, “Don’t make me regret this.”

The glowing dot in the night sky turned and slowly started flying back to Carcassonne city. Matteo cut the connection and whooped for joy.

He turned to the rest of the squad and said, “He’s heading back to the city. We have free rein on the fake mining town. Everyone armor up, strap on the potions, phase three begins now.”


Book 3 Chapter 47: Deep Under the Mountain

Phase one and two had been attacks from a distance. Phase three was going to be a mix of ranged and melee. Matteo nodded to his left and his right. Chiara and Medjay nodded back. Ilaria was behind him. Her part wasn’t until later.

To kick things off, Matteo was going to use rune words he had stored last night before he went to bed. Since his upgrade, he could store up to five rune words, and he was going to use them all in the next few minutes.

He pointed his finger and a line of white light speared out. He aimed it at the central command building that was still standing on the western side of the camp. A moment later, an enormous crystal spear appeared and rode the light all the way to the temporary building. And through it. The command building and the one behind it burst apart and were flung across the countryside along with huge shards of crystal.

That should have taken out a good chunk of their leadership. The explosion was better than any alarm, and the camp shuffled to attention. Earlier in the night, they might have sprung to attention, but right now they were exhausted. Some of them had only recently gone to bed and were pulling on armor as they responded.

Ashif did his part by knocking free boulders high in the mountains. It kicked off a landslide that took out a portion of the western walls and several of the nearby buildings. He gave himself a series of slides to meet up with the squad on the eastern side of the camp.

Next up was Medjay. She ran through the gap in the eastern wall and tossed her cards in a wide fan ahead of her. A dozen summons appeared in a flash across the camp. That only left her three charged up cards, but she shouldn’t need them. The summoned menagerie quickly spread out and attacked soldiers. They were sluggish to respond, having been up all night standing guard.

Simultaneously, Chiara sent thirty-five terror wasps in, each wasp heading to a different part of camp. She had given them orders to divide and conquer, focusing on hit and runs instead of exploding.

As soon as both attacks hit, both women faded back and took cover. Matteo eagerly watched the camp's response. To his disappointment, the soldiers didn't break. The military leadership had been expecting an attack all night and had set up a counter ambush. They knew that if the summoners died, the summons would die with them. Moments after the women ducked behind cover, a beam of sickly yellow light speared out from the eastern walls. Matteo's squad was hiding from soldiers in the west, but the bound hidden in the rubble to the east had no trouble hitting them both.

Chiara cried out in pain and spun. She summoned a wasp to take the brunt of the attack for her and jumped out of the way. Her skin was seared and smoking, the brief exposure to the artifact’s yellow light had made her sickly and weak. She popped a healing potion and ducked down into a hole in the ground.

Medjay didn’t react as adroitly. She screamed in pain when the yellow light hit and fell to the ground. She rolled around in agony. Flesh was new enough to the former automaton that she wasn’t used to working through pain. It overwhelmed her and robbed her of the ability to fight back. Skin started to sluff off her prone form.

As soon as the attack hit the women, Matteo sprang into action. He threw a super shield on himself and sprinted forward on long legs. The green armor glowed in the night, like a vengeful spirit. As soon as he was in range, he threw a fan rune atop the source of the yellow light. It reduced the woman to chunks spread across the ground.

A metal tub bounced off Matteo’s head. He swore and turned to find the offender. Just how many of those stupid rubber ducky artifacts had the Isfet spell form created? Was half the army always prepared for bath time?

His high perception stat helped him find a soldier hiding in the rubble to his left. Another fan rune flew out, and the man disappeared in a spray of blood. Simultaneously, a section of the wall fell and squashed another ambusher. Ashif had arrived from the top of the mountain. Matteo wanted to thank him, but he had other priorities.

He spun and sprinted towards Medjay. He popped his own healing potion and poured it down her throat. He used her own healing potion to pour across her skin. She moaned in pain as he moved her around to get everything.

“I know, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’m afraid you are going to have to sit the rest of this out,” Matteo said.

He yelled back to Ashif to create a stretcher. He gently placed her on top of a summoned wall and told him to get out of here. He yelled at Chiara to cover them. It would be easier to go all out when he wasn't worried about them getting caught in the crossfire. Summoners weren’t melee fighters, anyway. Ilaria arrived then, running up from where she had been hiding. The soldier’s ambush had messed with their plans and she had been out of position.

Matteo hit her with her own super shield. Once both of them were glowing, he said, “We gotta push forward, take the attention off them. Let’s go.”

Ilaria started to disagree, but followed when she saw Matteo wasn’t listening. As soon as they both started moving towards the soldiers, they were hit a dozen times in quick succession. A lieutenant had survived the crystal spear and had rallied the troops to one location. Once they were able to work together, their training allowed them to take out the summons quickly with minimal casualties. When they could coordinate, the Carcassonne army was formidable.

One attack after another hit Matteo and Ilaria, the combined force able to knock them back even with their super shields on. Sonic crossbows hit alongside purple cannonballs, followed immediately by mudballs and fire arrows. Within eight seconds, they lost half of their shield’s strength.

Matteo sighed in relief. At least one thing was going to plan. He tossed out his fourth stored rune word, the tornado. It took a few seconds to get going. The lieutenant only had a moment to decide how to respond, and he chose wrong. He ordered them to form a shield dome. Everyone ran to the center and put their shields up in an overlapping pattern. The turtle like dome was strong enough to withstand mundane attacks and most bound attacks.

But not this one.

The tornado spun faster and faster, rattling the shields together like tiles on a roof. One shield was ripped off and then it was all over. The wind tore into their formation and blew it apart. Soldiers were yanked screaming into the sky. Ilaria tossed a trio of lightning strikes into the storm. The power scythed through the tornado and cooked anything it touched.

Matteo waited a moment to see if anyone survived. Only lifeless bodies fell from the sky. He nodded to himself and moved forward cautiously. That was just the fodder. There hadn’t been any Sisters in the group, so they must be holed up somewhere else. They had at least two powerhouses with them, probably more. If they hadn’t come out when he was slaughtering the rest of the army, they had to have an ambush set up somewhere.

The obvious spot was the pretend mine. A huge cave system would be the perfect spot for the Sisters to concentrate their forces. If they controlled the only way in or out of the cache, it would be very hard for anyone to get by them.

After a quick sweep of the surrounding buildings, Matteo stood with Ilaria at the entrance to the cave. It was a hole in the ground about twenty by twenty feet. The cave dropped down fifty feet and then curved out of sight.

“Time to try the bouncing betties,” Ilaria said.

“Bettys?” Matteo said with one eyebrow up.

Ilaria shrugged. “Almost all of my attacks are simple bolts of lightning. I wanted a different name for this one.”

She created a three foot wide ball of lightning and tossed it into the cave. It bounced three times and then exploded into a dome of lighting, encompassing a huge section of the cave. When nothing happened, Ilaria did it again. This time, the ball bounced even further before it exploded out of sight.

The third bouncing betty was even bigger and bounced six times before it exploded deep in the cave. Matteo was pretty sure he heard a cry in the distance as someone was hit by the attack. He chuckled.

“That should take care of whatever ambush they had set up there. Let’s head down to the first curve and bounce some more in,” Matteo said.

“Sure, but I can’t do this indefinitely. I’ve used a fifth of my mana already,” she replied.

“Really? The betties must take a lot out of you. You have more mana after your core upgrade, right?”

“Yeah, my pool’s up to eighty-five now. But you are right, the bouncing betties are expensive. Even my heavy lighting strike costs less mana.”

Matteo checked his own mana. It was almost full because he had only used a few runes so far. He had made and stored all of his rune words before he went to sleep last night. He still had one more rune word stored, but he wanted to save that one until he had a target. “Alright, I’ll take the next few attacks. We need to keep you up for when we find the Sisters.”

He pulled out his rune core to ready a few runes. Something else distracted him. His connection to his super shield armor told him he only had a quarter left. That wasn’t right. After he used the tornado, he still had half of the protection left. He hadn’t gotten hit since then. As he watched, it dropped again.

“Hey, is your super shield losing power too?”

“What? You mean the armor you gave me? Huh, it is. What’s going on?”

“There must be some sort of ongoing attack. Maybe the cave is filled with poison?”

“No, they had someone down there. Remember the yelp? It’s got to be something else. Shadow attacks? We might not notice them in the dark, and the armor doesn’t give us a lot of feedback.”

“Let’s get out of here and regroup. I’m almost out of -” Matteo cut off. His green glowing armor disappeared, and he dropped to the ground.

A moment after it was gone, the world started spinning. He tumbled down the incline into the cave. When he landed, he grabbed onto the stone and held on tight. Gravity was angry at him and kept changing direction. He felt terrible, and his thoughts grew sluggish. He had a realization he tried to communicate to Ilaria.

“I’m drunk!” he yelled up at her.

It wasn’t exactly his most coherent warning. He just had to hope she would understand. Medjay had been hit by a similar attack back in Thatcham city. Ilaria needed to find the bound creating this effect and take him out.

His stomach burbled up, and he twisted to the side. He threw up, but that only made him feel worse. He groaned. This was worse than the party with Riccardo and the Lombardi triplets. He wished he hadn’t sent the rest of his squad away. They could have helped attack the bound from a distance. Another wave of nausea washed over him. He heard the sound of lightning strikes going off around him. Matteo gripped the rock tighter. He just had to hold on a little longer.

Ilaria tumbled to the ground next to him. Shit. She got hit by the drunk artifact too. She groaned and threw out a branching attack. Some of it hit him. Matteo yelped. The pain helped him focus. He still had his rune core out. He would have to start flinging spells. Matteo immediately ran into problems. He couldn't focus. The runes were dancing fuzzily in his vision; he was unable to identify even a single one.

“I got them, sir. Took all of my mana pool, but they are both incapacitated. You will want to move in now. The effect will only last for another thirty seconds,” a distant voice said.

Matteo growled, Ilaria with him. He tapped a rune and flung it at the sound. A waterball splashed up against the cave ceiling. Ilaria sent a thin tendril of electricity up the shaft, but it missed as well.

The voice swore and said, “Sir! It’s now or never.”

The sound of footsteps grew closer. If Matteo had a clear head, he might have come up with a better plan of attack. He didn’t, so he had to work with what he had.

He swiped his fingers through the line of runes, a spell completing on the tip of each finger. He flung his hand out, trying to get them in the right direction. An illuminate ball flew out alongside a water trap, a rearrange, a wind jet, and a crystal jet. He held his breath while he waited for the results of his attack.

Cursing and laughter answered him. He must have missed.

Matteo’s heart fell as a low hum filled the cave. In the next instant, a dome of lightning filled the cave system. He was hit too, shocks coursing through his system until he was knocked out.

An unknown amount of time later, he came to. He felt disoriented, and the world was still upside down. He groaned and closed his eyes. It took him a moment to realize he wasn’t drunk. He was really upside down. Someone was carrying him over their shoulder.

“You awake back there?”

“Yeah,” Matteo grunted out.

Ilaria set him down and said, “I’m sorry I got you. It was the only thing I could think of. I thought at first I killed you, but I was so glad when I felt your pulse.”

“Heh. I’m glad to have a pulse, too. I assume the other guys don’t?”

“I took care of them, yeah. We are under the mountain now. Been walking for a bit, disabled a few traps. No soldiers though,” Ilaria said.

Matteo took a bit to recover and then stood up. He thanked Ma’at for a high constitution. Not that he thought she was a goddess still, but she probably deserved some credit for the way his artifact worked.

They walked down the long corridor for a while. It had been carved out of the stone decades ago. It was similar to the founder's style, with runes along the walls. Matteo recognized some of them and guessed that they were there to maintain the structural integrity.

Three more curves later, the corridor opened into an enormous cavern. It was unnatural as the corridor and must have taken forever to dig out, even with artifacts. In the center of the room was a large building, glowing with divine magics. Or rather, celestial magics. That must be the cache.

Standing in front of the building were four Sisters of Truth, each of them calm and relaxed. Matteo twitched his hand towards his chest and then brought it down. There were others standing with the Sisters, people he recognized.

He grabbed Ilaria’s shoulder and said, “Those are our parents.”


Book 3 Chapter 48: Familial Loyalties

Matteo stood there in shock, looking at the hostages. Chiara’s parents were to the left, Ilaria’s next to that, a woman he didn’t recognize, and then his own parents to the right. Each of them was standing there motionless, eyes wide in terror. There was a large piece of glass floating at their necks. A few of the shards had blood staining the glass.

“Finally, you join us. It’s been boring waiting for you,” the Eleventh said. “Just you two? We went to all the effort of kidnapping four sets of parents and only two of you made it this far? How disappointing.”

The Seventh tsked and said, “Speaking of disappointing. Where is my sister? Please tell me you didn’t survive her.”

“Medjay the...” He had to think for a second to remember her number. “Sixth is alive. Chiara is tending to her.”

The mom he didn’t recognize interrupted and said, “And Ashif? Is he ok?”

Matteo briefly considered lying, so the Sisters would be surprised when he joined the fight later. But then there would be no reason to keep his mother alive. He said, “He was injured, but he’s alive.”

The Eleventh said, “Let’s have a happy reunion, shall we? Bring them all here.”

Matteo folded his arms. “Why should we trust you at all? You have been trying to kill us for months now. What assurance do we have that you won’t kill us all as soon as we come back?”

“We give you our word that no harm will come to you. Please bring our sister so we can negotiate peace.”

“Your word is kaiju shit. I’ll need something better,” Matteo said sharply. “Give us our mothers as a gesture of goodwill. We will return to negotiate the release of our fathers.”

“You dare! The-” the Seventh started.

The Eleventh put her hand up and said, “Calm, sister.” She turned and said, “Young Matteo, much has changed since you encountered us last. We are not the same group you knew. When you killed the final demi-goddess, you threw our organization into disarray. We had saved some miracle pills, but far too few to keep everyone alive for another year. Your actions caused us to fight against our own to survive. We survivors are a different group.”

“You killed to survive? That sounds like you haven’t changed at all.”

“Matteo! Do not insult us while we hold your parent’s lives in our hands!” the Seventh said. The other two Sisters seemed to agree with the sentiment.

The Eleventh folded her arms to mirror Matteo. She said, “Please, Matteo and Ilaria. Return with our sister and the others. We brought your parents, not as a threat, but as a motivation for discussion. Once you discover the true purpose for the building behind us, I am sure you will agree with us that it can’t be activated. Go and return. We will wait here for you.”

“Alright. We’ll be right back,” Matteo said.

He didn’t turn around, instead he walked backwards without losing sight of the Sisters. Once he was out of sight, he turned and started running. Ilaria seemed surprised and hurried to catch up. He didn’t trust the Sisters at all and assumed that whatever they were going to say later would be a lie. He needed a way to kill them all without letting their parents get hurt. He felt like his mind was going a mile a minute.

Halfway through the tunnel, Ilaria swore loudly and said, “They have our parents! It sounds like they know us better than we thought. How are we going to fight against them when they know everything we can do?”

The question jogged something loose in his mind. Matteo tapped a message rune and said, “Ashif! Do you still have Prince’s Crown of Domination?”

“Uh, yeah. You guys alright over there?” Ashif said, concerned.

“Yes, and no. We’ll tell you everything when we get there. Until then, please trust me. Switch to the crown and practice using it. Trust me,” Matteo said, putting every ounce of seriousness he could into his voice.

“That’s a pretty big decision to make spur of the moment,” Ashif said. “But I do trust you. You’ve never steered me wrong for as long as I’ve known you.”

“Thanks Ashif, I’ll explain everything when I see you,” Matteo said and cut the connection.

Ilaria saw where he was going with that and said, “Good idea. Change up our capabilities. Still a risk. I’m not sure if I want to trust my parent’s lives to Ashif and his artifact he’s used for three minutes.”

“We’ll have to come up with something they don’t expect, otherwise we are all dead. You heard them. They only started playing nice after they realized we had their Sister. They plan on killing all the humans and only leaving the Automatons alive. How do you think they are going to react when they realize Medjay is a human now?”

“Not good. It’s just-” Ilaria screamed in frustration, “I wish I had better control of my artifact. If I could arc the bolts around my parents, the Sisters would be dead before they could blink.”

“I doubt that, actually. You saw the glass. One twitch and everyone’s parents are dead,” Matteo said. They were running flat out to meet up with the others, but neither of them were out of breath. Their points in strength and agility made sprinting effortless. “But still, that’s a good Plan B. When we get back, you can walk around them to get a bead on Seventh. She’s the one with the glass relic.”

“Which one’s Seventh? How can you tell them apart, let alone remember which ones had which artifact?”

“Remember when they captured us in the basilica? That experience was seared into my brain. Seventh was second from the left. She has a lighter patch of skin on her forehead and chin.”

“I’ll take your word for it. Still. I hope Ashif has some good news for us.”

Matteo nodded and ran faster. The others were a ways out from the fake mining down, having hidden their hover sled in a thicket. They found the rest of the squad sitting around and talking. It was good to see that Medjay had recovered. Ashif was wearing the crown and concentrating.

“Any luck yet, Ashif?”

“Matteo! What’s this all about?”

“It’s good you are all sitting down. The Sisters are ruthless, they are holding our parents hostage,” Matteo said. He went on to explain exactly what had happened.

Ashif jumped up and said, “We have to save them!”

“Yes, that’s why you are wearing the crown. I think the Sisters know a lot about us, at least what artifacts we have. They might have countermeasures in place. But they can’t prepare for an artifact you didn’t have a few minutes ago. Speaking of which, how is it going? Have you figured it out yet?”

“Yeah, it’s pretty intuitive. Not incredibly useful, though. All it does is create an anti-magic field. Here, watch, try to pull out your artifact now,” Ashif said while touching the crown.

Matteo touched his chest, and nothing happened. He tried a few more times, but he could tell his connection to his artifact was blocked. “What do you mean, it’s not useful? This is fantastic! It’s better than I could have imagined.”

Ashif shook his head. “It has a flaw. It blocks all magic in a twenty-foot radius. Including our magic. There is no way to selectively lock down the Sisters. If I use this, it will be squishy humans up against metal killing machines. No offense, Medjay.”

“None taken. I’m a squishy human now. I don’t want to go up against metal killing machines either.”

“It’s the best idea we have so far, so we are going with it,” Matteo said. “Ilaria will be our Plan B. She will get into position to throw a lightning bolt without hitting our parents. Let’s head in. I don’t want them to get twitchy if we are gone too long,” Matteo said.

He piloted the hover sled over to the pretend mineshaft. As they traveled, they discussed the plan and contingencies. Medjay and Ashif were wrapped in bandages and laid down. Everyone covertly armed themselves. Matteo ended up sitting on his shield with a sword underneath it. Ilaria convinced them to hear out the Sisters before they attacked, on the off chance they were telling the truth.

Matteo grew more nervous as they hovered closer. It was easier to risk his own life. Even the lives of his squad. They had chosen this. Their parents hadn’t. All they had done was to raise them and now they were a hair’s breadth away from death.

“Took you long enough. I was beginning to think you had run off and abandoned your parents,” Seventh said.

“And we are glad you have returned,” the Eleventh said. “Medjay the Sixth, are you alright?”

Medjay didn’t sit up so they wouldn’t see her face. “I am damaged, but I can be repaired. Please be expeditious with your explanation. I wish to return to full function and my comrades won’t let you approach to assist just yet.”

“Gladly,” the Eleventh said as the hover sled drew closer. “What stands behind me is the last relic of divine magic Ma’at left on our planet. Before she left, the goddess decreed that the founder’s temples were blasphemy.”

“We already know that Ma’at is a celestial, not a goddess,” Matteo said.

The Eleventh was unphased. She waved her hand and said, “Semantics. The important thing is how Ma’at decided to get rid of the artifact harvesting spell forms. Once activated, the guide will remove the enchantments from everything in the world. Our cities will be without light, without protection, without sewers, without civilization. The celestials want to plunge our world into darkness and despair.”

She was saying Ma’at wanted thousands to die in the transition period before the guide helped them rebuild defenses. That didn’t fit the image of a benevolent celestial. At the same time, it all made sense. Matteo thought that she might actually be telling the truth. He knew about the war decades ago, when the three celestials had tried to stamp out the influence of the easy power of the founder’s temples. They wanted people to use the guide to rebuild society, not stay dependent on the remnants of celestial society. The cities of the celestials were protections for a young society just brought to this world. They wanted humans to grow up on their own.

Another realization hit him. When the enchantments were gone, the Sisters would die. They were basically walking enchantments. That realization must have been the impetus for the Sisters to turn from benevolent guardians of humanity to tyrants jealously guarding their power.

While he thought, Eleventh continued, “Now, what we can do is siphon off the celestial magic and make our own miracle pills. Of course, we would share, but the process is very time consuming, so we would each take a pill to survive the year. Then we would give each one of you a pill of your own, an easy way to get rich.”

Matteo decided it was time to attack. Humans needed to grasp fate with their own hands. He said the codewords to start the attack, “That’s interesting, tell me more.”

One of the Sisters Matteo didn’t recognize said, “Hold, Sisters. The winds of fate are changing. Let me sift through the possibilities before we move forward.”

So many things clicked in his head at that moment. This was how they had predicted him and his squad. One of the sisters had a relic that predicted the future. The relic must be telling the Sister that they had decided to attack. They had probably been trying to use it this whole time, but kept getting it wrong. It was hard to predict what Matteo and his squad were going to do when their plans changed so often. They pivoted moments before every one of their victories, something that would be impossible to predict.

This last week, Matteo and his crew had been following the keystone to the cache. That was why they had a whole platoon defending the place. They knew they were coming this whole time.

“Of course they are changing. We won,” Seventh said proudly.

The Sister shook her head, but by then, it was too late. Ashif was in range. He activated his new artifact, the Prince’s Crown of Domination. The hover sled fell to the ground with a clank, along with the glass shards touching the parent’s necks. Matteo jumped up and ran towards the Sisters before the slab of metal finished hitting the floor. Medjay and Ashif were a step behind. Ilaria and Chiara took a moment longer before they joined the assault.

Matteo slipped on his shield and gripped his short sword tight. Everyone’s magic might be locked down now, but stats were still in play. His squad should have more than enough strength and dexterity to take them down.

The Sisters realized something was wrong now and threw up their hands. They gestured wildly, but nothing happened. Matteo grinned as he drew closer.

Most of the parents ran away screaming. Not Matteo’s parents. Both of them spun and punched the Sister directly behind them. His mom hadn’t thought that through. Her fist broke on the Sister’s metal forearm. His dad had a little more luck. His strength and constitution were high enough to punch her stomach and survive the strike unhurt. The Sister was quick to respond, kicking out at him and knocking him back.

Matteo diverted to save his parents from themselves. He slipped under a wild punch and stabbed the Sister in her armpit. With a twist, he cut around the joint and kept going. By the time he was behind her, the automaton’s left arm had been fully severed.

It would have been enough to end a fight with a human, but this Sister spun and counter attacked. As she spun, her wound pumped lifeblood out in an arc. Blue liquid splashed to the floor, refined crystallium made from sacrificed bound. Matteo used his shield to knock her back. She fell with the blow, striking up with her right foot. He took a solid hit to the stomach and groaned. He shrugged it off and kept going. His high constitution wasn’t just a number.

She was unbalanced now, stumbling back. Matteo jumped forward and reversed his sword. The metal tip hit her chest and stopped. He rode the sword down. When they both hit the ground, the tip pierced her chassis and went all the way to the ground. He twisted his sword and her chest cavity gushed blue.

Matteo tried to pull his sword out, but the twisted metal held it fast. He abandoned it and turned around to see what was going on with the other three sisters. One of them was already down, Medjay having caved in her dome with a war hammer while Ilaria held her. That left two Sisters, Seventh and Eleventh.

Unfortunately, they were more than a match for Chiara and Ashif. The Sisters were using their superior bodies to dominate their fight. As he watched, Chiara was knocked on her back. Eleventh leapt high and pointed her feet down to spear her as she came down. Seventh jumped in a high arc over Ashif, snatching the crown off his head as she did. She laughed and plopped the crown on her head. An instant later, a dozen shards of glass appeared, all of them pointing at Ashif.
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The sisters had access to their magic again, with Ashif in their sights. Matteo instinctively sprang into action.

With one hand, he cast his final stored rune word, the elemental golem. The runes for fire, water, light, and wind combined to create a single summons. It was the same size as his previous golems, only seven feet tall, but Matteo had high hopes for it.

Before the golem even finished forming, Matteo used his other hand to flick an illuminate jet at Seventh’s head. Without looking, she formed an opaque shard of glass, protecting her head. Matteo held his hand steady, using his other fingers to touch the rune and add another spell to the mix. Within seconds, he had five spells turning her glass molten.

Seventh turned to attack Matteo, only sending a single shard of glass at Ashif. Matteo expected the move and was already using his other hand to tap the armor rune. One for Ashif, and multiple for himself.

One after another, his shields shattered under her onslaught. She slowly walked forward, sending a stream of glass shards aimed directly at his head. He attempted to bob and weave, to no avail. Her every projectile was on target.

As Matteo was burning through his mana, Medjay and Chiara were desperately trying to stay alive. Eleventh was using her telekinesis relic to smash and mangle every summons they could create. Chiara went through ten wasps without a single one getting five feet away from her. Medjay used the last of her stored cards all at once. Four of them were obliterated before they took a step, but the fifth one slipped past her defenses.

It was a ghost card; it slipped through Eleventh’s telekinetic barriers like they were nothing. She jumped back, but the ghost kept coming. It shrieked and attacked with spectral claws. In the instant before it touched the automaton, it turned physical. That was all the time Eleventh needed to shred it to pieces.

Matteo saw all this out of the corner of his eye, but he needed to survive to help them. He had switched from armor runes to a pair of crystal fences. They were shattered a moment later. Luckily, the rune word golem finally finished forming. It looked like a shifting amalgam of all four elements bound in a humanoid form. It streaked across the cavern, heading directly for Seventh. She turned and fired a dozen shards at the elemental golem. The shards didn’t slow it down. Some of them passed right through the golem’s wind portions, others melted as they hit its fire.

Seventh created a thick glass box, surrounding the golem and trapping it in place. The golem slammed its fists into the walls, melting them slightly. They were too thick for the fire to burn through quickly. Instead, the golem shifted into light and zipped right through the transparent glass. Eleventh saw her sister was having trouble and flew over to help.

That was the last mistake she ever made. Forgotten off to the side was Ilaria. This whole time, she had been charging up her strongest attack. As soon as the two Sisters were close enough to each other, she unleashed it. A bolt of lightning, thick as her torso, leapt out and detonated atop them. The accompanying thunder was loud enough to burst eardrums throughout the cavern.

When the smoke cleared, the only thing left was metal slag. It was one unrecognizable blob. Matteo fell to his knees in relief. It was over. That was the last of the defenses around the cache. They would finally be able to activate the guide now.

His parents ran up to him and gave him a hug. They couldn’t hear each other because of the lightning bolt, but it was still a wonderful reunion. A similar deaf reunion was happening across the cavern. Everyone but Medjay was hugging their parents.

Matteo gestured for Medjay to come join him. She didn’t want to come at first, but he insisted. It was time she met the parents. Shyly, she walked over and gave them a cute wave. Matteo’s mom pulled her in for a hug and his dad pulled everyone in for a group hug.

Ilaria came by later with a healing potion. A few drops in everyone’s ear and they could hear again.

“Matteo, darling. Introduce us to your friend here,” Mom said.

“This is Medjay. She’s a good friend that used to be an automaton. I told you about her when I visited Tartaruga last, but you haven’t met her yet,” Matteo said. He turned to her and said, “These are my parents. They are great people, but a little crazy. They became bound a few months ago to protect our home kaiju.”

“More than a few, buddy,” Dad said. “We are seasoned veterans now. I bet we could teach you a thing or two about protecting the town. And we would love to get to know your friend better.”

Matteo rolled his eyes at the emphasis. His dad was right, but he wasn’t going to tell him that yet. He needed to ease Medjay into the craziness that was his family. He said, “Sounds great, Dad. Not right now, though. We’ve still got a mission. The Sisters were trying to stop us from activating the guide, and we need to get on that before any more of their forces arrive.”

“Great! We can come with you. I’ve been curious about that thing since they kidnapped us last week. It’s been a rough few days, let me tell you,” Dad said.

“They abducted us, not kidnapped. We haven't been kids in years,” Mom said. She turned and continued, “They abducted us as leverage against you and your terrorist group. You have been busy since we saw you last, young man.”

“And I look forward to telling you the whole story. Not right now, though. Let’s get this guide activated,” Matteo said and started walking. He stopped as a thought occurred to him. “Actually, maybe it would be best if just my squad went in. All three celestials set this cache up. I wouldn’t be surprised if there was a fight in there. I need people I am used to fighting alongside.”

“You have fought alongside us before. Or did you already forget about that time we took out a crab kaiju and a lizard kaiju on the same day?” Dad said. He turned to Medjay and continued, “Did he tell you that story yet? It was my artifact that made the whole thing happen. I bet he didn’t even mention that part, did he?”

Medjay took a small step back and said, “We haven’t talked specifics about that battle, but I certainly believe you were the hero of the day.”

Dad slapped his side and laughed. He started to walk towards the cache, but Mom stopped him. She said, “I think Matteo would be more comfortable with just his friends.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Matteo said. “I want to catch up with you, and apologies for being held hostage because of me. But after this, ok?”

“Sure thing, little bear,” Mom said.

Matteo ducked his head in embarrassment. She was so considerate, but then she had to throw out the nickname from when he was a little kid. He quickly walked away before Medjay could ask where he got the name little bear from.

He collected the rest of the squad, and they headed up to the cache. It was a large cube, glowing faintly with celestial magic. Obscured runes covered every square inch of the stone with an understated design. The technique was very similar to the founder’s style. Or rather, it was the celestial’s style that the founders had stolen.

Instead of the regular rectangular door, it had an arch with a round divot near the top. No one needed to say it. Ashif immediately placed his bronze ball into the keystone slot. The door sank into the floor and the five of them slowly walked in.

A voice greeted them as they entered, “Welcome, children, and congratulations on your first step towards an advanced society and joining us in the stars. What follows next is a series of tests to make sure you are ready for this step. Once you pass, we will bestow our knowledge upon your whole society. Enter and be judged.”

A section of the wall glowed briefly golden, and a door appeared. A rune word was written on it, but not one Matteo recognized. He made a note of it and reached for the door unlock rune. He stopped and turned. “Are we ready for this?”

“Hell yeah. Let’s do this thing!” Chiara said with her hands high.

Matteo laughed and tapped the unlock rune. The door fell into the floor and they walked inside. The design was fairly similar to the founder’s temples they had run. It was likely that the founder’s temples were copied from the design of this building. Maybe that was why there were so few celestial caches now. There used to be eight, but the Nubians must have destroyed some when they reverse engineered them.

This first room smelled of earth and growing things. All along the edges of the room were different plants, everything from grains to fruit trees. In the center of the room was a small patch of dirt. A sign was stuck in the dirt that read Feed Your People.

“This is a test? Are we supposed to eat the dirt?” Ilaria said.

Matteo laughed. “I don’t think that’s it. I bet it’s something to do with farming. We have all the crops around the room. We can harvest them and plant the seeds.”

“That makes sense. From what I remember of Ma’at, I bet she also wants us to create a balanced meal, combining crops to create foods with all necessary nutrients to survive,” Medjay said.

“Ooh, that’s complicated. Which ones do we need to use?” Chiara said.

“I have no idea. Food hasn’t interested me much until just recently,” Medjay said with a shrug.

Everyone looked around to see who knew. Ashif spoke up, “Don’t look at me. I haven’t even seen some of these plants.”

“I’ve seen them all at least,” Matteo said. “I’ve helped my dad work the farms a lot over the years. But we never talked about a balanced meal.”

“I imagine your town was self-sufficient enough to have a balanced diet already. What crops did you grow?” Medjay said.

“Well, there were lots of grains, stuff like wheat, barley, and rice. You know, the staples,” Matteo said.

“Alright, which ones are those?” Ilaria said.

“You don’t know? You grew up on the same shell I did,” Matteo said.

Ilaria shrugged. “I never helped out with harvests. I just used the end products.”

“Same,” Chiara said.

Matteo huffed and walked to the wall. He grabbed a few wheat and barley stalks. He made sure to avoid the tares, weeds that grew in among the grains. Then he moved to the greens and plucked the tops from broccoli and cabbage. He dropped them off at the dirt and returned to the walls for beans and lentils. He thought that should be enough, but just in case, he grabbed squash, berries, and apples.

Once he was back at the patch of dirt, he extracted seeds and planted everything. He got up and dusted himself off. Everyone looked around, expecting for something to happen.

When nothing did, Ilaria said, “Maybe we need to plant more variety? Is there a major food group we are missing?”

“Well, meat and dairy. But this room isn’t exactly set up for planting animals,” Matteo said. He started wandering the room, looking for something he might have missed.

“What if we water it?” Ashif said. He held up a small watering can.

“Where’d you get that?”

“Just by the door.”

“Well, yeah, go ahead and water it,” Matteo said.

Ashif quickly sprinkled water over the small plot of dirt. Once the can was empty, the dirt flashed golden, and a voice started speaking.

“Well done. That is one of the many ways to construct a balanced diet. The guide will help you improve on your beginner farming skills.”

Matteo bristled at the beginner farmer comment. He wasn’t a professional, but he was at least an intermediate farmer. He was distracted from his pouting when the door opened up with another flash of golden light.

Ashif was first to the door and eagerly opened it. The second room was all blue with white accents. A row of chairs stood on one side of the room with five seats. The room was bare without any pictures or runes.

“What are we supposed to do here?” Ilaria said as she wandered around the edges of the room.

“The chairs have words on them. They all say Judge Wisely. I guess we are supposed to judge something?” Matteo said as he plopped down.

One by one, the squad joined him at the chairs. As soon as the last one sat down, the room flashed bright white. When their vision cleared, the room was suddenly full. Dozens of people sat in rows at the back of the room. Two people were chained up directly in front of the squad and two more people in long robes stood by their sides.

An older man hobbled up to the squad and said, “Welcome, judges. We are here today to decide if one or both of these criminals should be put to death for their crimes.”


Book 3 Chapter 50: The Measure of A Civilization

Matteo looked down. He was wearing a black robe now. Apparently, the five of them were judges now. The test in this room must be about their justice system or something like that.

The robed man to the left bowed towards the squad and said, “Thank you for your time, judges. This shouldn’t be hard. I will show that this man here must die for his crimes against society.”

The younger robed man bowed and said, “And I will show that this woman should die for her part in destabilizing an entire city.”

Both of the chained people stood there quietly, neither looking up.

“Who stands for the accused?” Ilaria asked.

Matteo nodded. That was a good question. Their justice system always had an accuser and a clement.

“That isn’t necessary in this situation, your honor. We know of their guilt. The only task before you now is sentencing.”

Ilaria frowned but said nothing.

The older robed man said, “The first case before your honors is one of an unrepentant cad. This man has attempted to rise above his station and swindled an innocent young woman out of her dowry and innocence. He pretended to be of nobility and stole her fortune and gambled it away before leaving his wife penniless and with child.”

A woman in the crowd started softly crying.

“To add insult to injury, this is not the first time he has done this. He has ruined the life of another innocent as well. I put to you that he must be killed for his crimes against society, both so he does not strike again, and so others may hear of his fate and not repeat it.”

The younger robed man stepped up and said, “This woman worships a false god. She and her congregation have been spreading lies and dissent through the city. When Wardens came to arrest them, they fought back. Five civilians and two Wardens died. As their leader, she is responsible for their deaths.”

As soon as he finished talking, he faded away. The other accuser disappeared as well, along with the audience. The man and woman in chains remained, neither moving. The older man from earlier said, “Judge wisely. Who shall we kill today?”

They all turned to each other, trying to wrap their heads around this challenge. The people were clearly not real, but sentencing someone to death was still a heavy decision.

“Does anyone believe that both of them should die?” Ashif asked.

They all shook their heads, and he continued, “So then it’s just the woman that needs to die? The jerk that couldn’t keep it in his pants should pay to support his child, but that’s not a crime worthy of death.”

Matteo nodded along. Chiara spoke up and said, “The woman should live. They say she was responsible for the deaths, but that was after the Wardens attacked. Maybe she was just trying to defend herself. Her only real crime was believing in the wrong thing.”

“Which is exactly why she should die. Remember the war the celestials were fighting before they left? It was against religious zealots. We aren’t going to pass the test in this room if we let her live,” Ashif said.

“No. The goddesses are judging our society. Killing those that disagree with you isn’t the sign of an enlightened society,” she said.

Ilaria shook her head. “Chiara. You fought against the Isfet cultists with me. They tried to kill us and take over our town. Why should we save someone like that?”

Matteo held up his hand. “Wait, calm down. Chiara is right. The accusers acted like believing in a false god was the real crime, but belief can’t be a crime. Some of us here believe Ma’at is a celestial, others a goddess. If we want to live in an enlightened society, religious freedom must be part of that.”

“I don’t know if the celestials were thinking about it that way when they set up this cache,” Ashif said. He gestured to the woman. “I get what you are saying, but she isn’t real. Let’s give them the answer they are looking for and move on.”

“No, Matteo’s right,” Ilaria said with a sigh. “We should be judged by the society we have, not what we imagine the celestials want to hear. Even during the war, worshiping Isfet was never illegal. It’s the sedition that was the problem. Let’s save the woman, too.”

When everyone else agreed too, Ashif shrugged and motioned for Matteo to go on. He said, “We choose to let both live.”

“Are you sure, your honors? That wasn’t one of the choices.”

“Yes, we are sure,” Matteo said.

The prisoners and old man faded away. The room flashed golden, and a voice said, “Well done. A strong society is built on the freedoms of its society. The guide will help you create time tested forms of government that will lead to general happiness.”

The squad stood and walked over to the new door. Chiara patted Matteo on the shoulder, happy he had backed her up. He smiled back at her and pressed the rune to open the new door. The third room opened up into a landscape. It was a huge room with rolling hills, rivers, mountains, and an artificial sky. There were even clouds and a distant sun.

Matteo took a step into the room and vertigo washed over him. The scale of the room was very different from what he expected. The tallest mountains only reached his chin.

A small plaque poked out of the ground near the middle of the room. He bent over to read it. Build your Future. In front of the sign were a few dozen small buildings. They were the size of children’s toys, but incredibly detailed.

“Look, I’m a kaiju,” Chiara said as she stomped through the landscape.

“Don’t smash the houses. I think that’s part of the test,” Ashif said with his hand outstretched.

“Clearly,” she said with a deadpan look. “It’s insulting you thought I hadn’t gathered that. It says build your future, so we need to construct a village with the provided pieces. I was just looking around the landscape to find a spot with lots of natural resources. It was fun until you ruined it.”

Ashif ducked his head and said, “Sorry.”

“You are forgiven. Now, wood or stone?”

“Sorry?”

“I appreciate your commitment to that word. I was asking if we should place the village in a spot near a forest or near a quarry?”

Ashif looked at the spots she pointed out. Medjay cleared her throat and said, “I believe we can have both, along with a source of freshwater, if we build the city here.”

They all looked to see a spot in the foothills of one of the mountains. It had two rivers flowing around a raised area, with a forest down below and a spot for a quarry above.

Matteo said, “Good job, Medjay. That’s clearly the spot they intended us to use. Let’s all build there. We can work together like we did when we were kids. The game of houses, remember?”

Small smiles spread across the squad, and they all grabbed a few buildings and walked over to the chosen spot. Ashif drew straight roads with his finger and the rest of them placed buildings throughout the city.

“No, the granary goes opposite of the town hall, remember? It’s the rules,” Medjay said and pointed.

“Oh yeah, hold on,” Matteo said and moved it.

They worked together to build their little village, spreading out the houses and business according to the game they learned as a kid. The rules were fairly simple. Houses had to be spread out, businesses only in certain areas, and not too many of them in one spot. A few minutes later, they had a fully built town with everything in its place.

“I bet the game of houses was taught to all the kids specifically for this. So everyone would know about city planning. I wonder how many of our childhood games were actually disguised civilization building games,” Matteo said.

“Well, I doubt red rover taught us anything about civilization building. But cow, cow, monster might be a game about making sure you keep good watch of your livestock.” Ilaria said.

She was the last to stand up, and as soon as she did, their little village flashed gold. The sun in the fake sky started racing across the sky. There was a brief ‘night’ and then it rose again, only to speed across the sky once more. It got faster and faster, then it suddenly stopped in the sky, in the same position it was in before.

“What was that for?” Ashif said.

“I believe it was to represent the passage of time. Our little village has grown, and I believe we will find new buildings for the game,” Medjay said, and pointed.

Near the plaque was another row of buildings. Larger ones this time, with types that weren’t the normal game pieces. They had to place apartment buildings, tanneries, smelters, warehouses, and more.

Ashif proved to be invaluable for this portion. Living in Carcassonne had given him a lot of insight into proper city planning. He helped them avoid creating slums by not placing the harmful industries near the cheaper housing.

Once they were done, they all stood up, and the city flashed golden again. This time, the sun stayed put. The city faded from view and more objects appeared near the plaque.

This time, they had planks of wood, shingles, and paving stones. Alongside them sat chisels, a plane, plum bobs, rope, hammers, and an auger. A paper atop the tools showed a stylized pergola.

“Oh! We get to build something now!” Medjay said.

“You mean you get to. I’m horrible with that kind of stuff,” Ashif said. Chiara agreed.

That left Matteo, Ilaria, and Medjay. The three of them worked together to construct a basic pergola. It was harder than initially expected because there were no nails provided. None of them had any construction experience, but Medjay had an idea. She used the chisel and hammers to carve notches into the wood, then slotted them into each other. The planks rattled around and fell apart. She had made the slots too big.

Matteo bit his lip to keep himself from laughing. He put his hand on her shoulder and said, “It’s a fantastic idea, the tools you have just art suited to the task. Let me try something.”

He pulled out his rune core and flicked the rune for the force sword. Using its impossibly sharp edge, Matteo was able to carve notches that were just the right width. They used the provided hammers to push the planks together, and this time, it stood tall.

Ilaria cleared ground and started slotting stones together for the base as they worked on cutting more planks. When they wouldn’t fit perfectly together, she used her power to slice the stone. Her electric power was much more flexible now than it had been when she first got it.

They ran into a problem when it came time to add the shingles to the roof. There were still no nails and a notch system wouldn’t work for a watertight roof. They poured over the diagram for clues, but it was severely lacking in details.

“Why didn’t they include nails? It seems like such an odd omission,” Ilaria said. “There are so many different tools here, including hammers, but no nails. I have a feeling that our ancestors failed us.”

“Maybe something with the string?” Medjay said. “Everything else here has a purpose, but this string seems out of place. There is enough of it. We could use it as a construction resource.”

Matteo examined it. It was a strong rope, thin and waxed. He said, “I don’t know if they meant it, but we could use this rope to sew the shingles on. We just punch a hole in and then thread it through. Then we wrap it around the cross beams and then up to the next shingle. It seems dumb, but it would work.”

Medjay and Ilaria shrugged. They didn’t have a better idea. They got back to work and started stringing up the shingles. When they were done, they had a pergola that looked exactly like the picture. If you squinted.

The voice spoke out again, “Well done. Your city planning skills will serve you well as you build out your society. Your construction skills are barely adequate, but the guide will help you fill in missing competencies.”

“Barely adequate? That was a work of art!” Matteo yelled.

Chiara patted him on the shoulder. “No, it was a piece of shit. But it might have stood for a season. It was better than I could have done, so good job for that.”

The fourth room was more of a corridor. It had to span the entire length of the building. It was studded with columns and barricades. Only the center of the hallway was clear the whole way across. Large metal orbs and strange constructs were scattered throughout the room. They reminded Matteo of something, but he couldn’t remember what. A flash of movement on the other side of the room caught his attention. He was about to walk over there to check, but Ilaria spoke up.

“Guys? This plaque just says Survive,” she said and pointed.
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There was movement all along the long hallway. The large orbs shook themselves and started floating in the air. Blocks unfolded into four-legged constructs. Two-legged machines slowly started standing up. Near the back of the room, combat automatons got to their feet.

Matteo recognized all of them. These were the same type of machines that defended the upper floors of the eclipse tower. At the time, they had assumed the founders built these machines. Now it was clear the celestials had made them. The founders had only stolen their designs.

Ilaria reacted immediately, sending out a wide branching lightning attack. It hit the closest orbs and chained to the ones behind them. Soon half the room was buzzing with electricity. Her attack was quick, but wasn’t strong. Most of the machines shrugged off the attacks, only two of the orbs fell to the ground. The remaining constructs fired their weapons.

Matteo swore and flicked out a crystal fence. An instant later, a dozen of red beams hit the fence, cracking and breaking it in places. He threw up two more behind it. Not a moment too soon. As the second and third crystal fences were forming, he saw the first one get obliterated by a ring of green energy.

“Chiara, Medjay. Get ready. They are going to get through soon. Spread out your summons and make them evade if you can. Ilaria, charge up and wait for my signal. Everyone take cover!” Matteo said, as the crystal started cracking.

There were several low walls around them, each big enough for a few people to hide behind. It was the perfect setup for a protracted fight. Matteo mentally thanked the celestials for making it easy on them. An instant after everyone was behind cover, the crystal fence shattered.

Chiara shook her honey stirrer and huge terror wasps poured out. They buzzed and scrabbled, heedlessly charging the constructs. A dozen of them were summoned before she ran out. The first six were sniped out of the air. The staccato explosions made everyone flinch back. The remaining six wasps were more effective. They bit and stabbed, sending metal flying.

Medjay joined in then, throwing out a single card. It was the only one she had left after the pair of battles. She had saved the best for last. The fourteen of coins flew through the air and hit with a flash of light. It summoned a large man, a crown atop his head. His hands held a coin large between every finger. With a snap of his wrist, a coin flew out, piercing a nearby clanker and embedding itself in the orb behind it.

Her summons raced forward, sending its heavy coins forward like knives. Despite only being alone, it was quickly responsible for destroying more machines than the terror wasps were. It made it halfway through the room before it fell to a barrage of red beams and green energy rings.

Matteo flicked a pair of crystal fences into the center and yelled, “Move up!”

They all ran forward to where the fences were already cracking. The squad pushed metal wreckage out of their way and hid behind the low walls. This time when the fence fell, he took a turn summoning things.

Golems sprinted out from behind his wall, fire golems, air golems, and water golems. He stopped summoning when he had a quarter of his mana left. It left him enough for a rune word, just in case.

None of the golems were solid, so that meant they were able to take a lot more hits than the other summons. Red beams passed right through them, only shrinking them a bit with the loss of their element. The golems were able to scythe through the orbs and cat like constructs. They met their match in the clankers.

The two-legged clankers attacked with rings of green energy, which seemed tuned to the insubstantial nature of the elemental golems. When the rings hit, the golems were flung backwards. If more than one ring hit, the golems were destroyed. Moments later, all golems were reduced to motes of mana.

Matteo yelled, “Ilaria, your turn!”

She nodded and raised a hand above the barrier. A lightning ball three feet wide shot out. The combat automatons had been holding back, waiting for the smaller constructs to soften up the enemy first. That turned out to be a bad strategy as her orb hit the back of the room and exploded out. Tendrils of lightning arched out, hitting everything in range and dumping all of its power in at once. The automatons fell to the ground, smoking.

The room was quiet once more.

Medjay cheered and gave Ilaria a high five. Chiara stood up and walked over to join them.

“Wait! Get down,” Matteo said. “We didn’t get the well-done message. The constructs aren’t all dead yet.”

Chiara ducked back down. They waited there silently, time slowly passing. Matteo stared at his mana pool. He could create a super shield, but that would leave him empty. It would be enough to flush the hiding construct out of cover, but then he might not be able to kill it. Instead, he gave everyone a basic version of the armor rune.

He created a force sword and stabbed it through the wall he was hiding behind. Maybe he could stab the remaining construct before it ambushed him. He moved up slowly, one low wall at a time. The rest of the team leapfrogged along with him. As he neared the end of the hallway, he stabbed through another wall.

This time, he got a reaction. An automaton jumped over the wall before he even pulled the sword back out. The automaton punched down on Matteo’s head while simultaneously pointing the other hand at Medjay and firing off a white projectile at her. Matteo fell back, the hit shattering his armor rune and rattling him. The combat automaton’s ranged attack took out Medjay’s armor as well, but didn’t harm her.

Matteo swung his force sword wildly, waving it around in front of himself as he got to his feet. Since it had no mass, he could move the long sword very quickly. The combat automaton was quicker. It ducked and weaved around his wild flailing. He frowned and concentrated, trying harder to slice the construct into pieces.

The combat automaton was too fast for him. It ducked under his stab and punched up at his heart. Matteo managed to turn it into a glancing blow, but it still cracked his ribs. He fell up against the wall and groaned in pain.

A wave passed through him and his force sword sizzled out. The combat automaton stumbled as well, slowing down to mortal speeds. Chiara leapt in then, stabbing a shortsword deep into its back. It shuttered and spun its head around to face her. Its arms bent around and grabbed her. Ashif ran into its side, knocking it to the floor. The hit must have made the sword shift, because it didn’t get back up.

The room flashed golden, and a voice said, “Well done. The wider universe is a dangerous place. Being able to defend yourself will always be an important skill. The guide will help you develop tools and abilities to defend yourself from those that wish you harm.”

Chiara swore and fell to her knees, gasping.

“Matteo, be honest. Did you forget about my power?” Ashif said with a small grin.

Matteo guffawed, “I totally did! Thanks for saving me, Ashif and Chiara.” He gave them both a hug.

Chiara shrugged him off, but he could tell she was happy he was alive. Matteo suggested they take a break before they moved on to the next room. They were all low on mana. If the next room was dangerous, they wouldn’t be able to defend themselves.

After a while, Matteo spoke up. “What do you guys think the next room is going to be? We’ve covered most of the civilization building stuff.”

“The next room better not be us fighting a celestial,” Ilaria said. “I can just hear the voice now. ‘There are many celestials out there and you have to be able to fight someone with god-like powers.’”

Everyone chuckled and Matteo said, “I don’t think they want us to be that strong yet. They will probably expect us to fight once we join them in the stars, though. I got the impression there was a conflict going on in the wider universe.”

They made bets about what the next room was going to be, but they all lost. They walked into a wide room with people lined up against the walls. There were six clones, each wearing different clothing. They ran the gamut from richly appointed to rough spun linen. A small plaque near the door said, ‘Govern well’.

“So, what? Are we supposed to pick someone to rule us?” Ilaria said as she walked up to one of them.

“Not quite, m’lady,” a bejeweled man to the left said. “You will rule yourselves. We are here to assist. One of us will accompany you out into the real world after this. Each of us has a different skill set that would help in a different situation. For example, I would make an excellent regent because I understand manners and protocol. None of my brothers possess the right aptitude to understand the noble born.”

“That’s because there’s no such thing as noble blood. People are just people,” the man on the far right said. “We should all work together as brothers. I can help you build a society where the people rule themselves, free from despots and plutocrats.”

The clone in the middle scoffed and said, “That sounds like a utopia, too bad they always end in pain and tears. People need personal motivation to get real work done. Without commerce to grease the wheels of society, everything grinds to a halt.”

His neighbor said, “That’s true, but money can’t rule everything. Chasing profits will lead you to put money over human lives.”

Matteo groaned and put his hands to his temple. Politics. He hated politics. Over the next half hour, each of the six clones gave them reasons why their form of government was best. He knew that the noble system couldn’t be right, but the other five sounded reasonable. He felt like they were getting nowhere.

Ashif eventually gave up and went to sit in the corner. Chiara joined him.

“This is impossible,” Ilaria said. “The only time they will say anything useful is when they are sniping at each other.”

Matteo snapped his fingers. “Oh, good point. You there, communism guy. Tell me the pitfalls of the other five forms of government.”

“Gladly!” the clone on the far right said. He quickly launched into a detailed list of the other’s failings.

Matteo had the others do the same, and they compared the worst qualities. Every form of government had some major problem, but there was one that was the least bad. They chose the assistant near the middle and crossed their fingers. Five of the clones faded and only one assistant was left.

The room flashed golden, and a voice said, “Well done. No form of government is perfect, but monarchies, plutocracies, and communism are each traps. Your world will do well with the assistant you have chosen.

“The tests have concluded, your group has succeeded. The guide will activate with the next rising sun. All enchantments outside this building will end at the same time, please prepare yourselves. We, your spiritual parents, salute you for taking that brave first step. We wish you luck and know that our love is always with you.”

The government assistant walked up to the door and said, “In addition to the guide, the benevolent celestials have left you a few treasures. This cache should help your people build a society.”

He gestured towards the door, and it fell into the floor. The next room was filled to the brim with treasure.


Book 3 Chapter 52: Treasure

Matteo’s squad wandered into the treasure room, their mouths wide open. There were dozens of treasures, each with their own pedestal and plaque explaining what they were. They walked into the room and spread out, marveling at each new treasure.

He wandered through the aisles, stopping at random to examine a treasure. It was a round object with a flat glass plate on the front. It fit easily into his hand.

	Palm Navigator
	Houses updated map of current planet. Resolution up to eight feet. Holds up to sixteen concurrent waypoints.


He played with the palm navigator for a bit. It was like being a bird; he saw everything from above. He could fly higher to see more or swoop down low to look at just the mountain they were under. If he flew as high as he could, he saw the curvature of the planet. It was much bigger than he expected. He could see Carcassonne nearby and Thatcham further north. The titan was there too, looking much smaller than in person.

A shock ran through him when he realized there were more cites. He swooped down to see an inhabited city hundreds of miles to the west. It looked similar to Thatcham, but less populated. The world was much bigger than he expected. He wasn’t sure he was ready to deal with that fact right now.

Placing the navigator back down, Matteo moved a few rows over. He stopped to read the plaque on something that didn’t look enchanted at all.

	Superionic Crystallium
	This shard holds 1024 times the mana in a natural shard of crystallium. It is well suited for production facilities or city wide fields.


That was more mana than the hover cart outside could hold. This was amazing. Matteo didn’t put this one back down, instead slipping it into his pocket. He wandered on, reading the plaques and moving on.

	Stardust Funeral
	Any body placed inside will be turned into dust and shot into the stars. Single use.


	Communication Node
	Ansible with 128 available connections. Compatible with other nodes and ACII ready. Receivers must be constructed, instructions in guide.


	Seven League Boots
	Creates bubble of air for user to walk under water. Max depth 21 miles.


	City Shield
	Creates an anti-monster field 15 square miles wide. Uses sonics and hyperbaric mana quiver to destroy any that get too close. Effective against kaiju as well. Comes with two gates.


He stopped then. This was important. It was a cube that must have weighed four hundred pounds. It would be a hassle to move around, but they would need to make it a priority. The enchantments everywhere would be wiped out in the morning. He needed to get this to Carcassonne, since they couldn’t rely on their walls anymore. All the cities could use one of these while they crafted new enchanted defenses. Hopefully, that wouldn’t be hard with the help of the guide.

“Hey Matteo?” Chiara said. “This building is going to disappear at dawn, right? Some of this stuff is huge. We should get working on carrying it out now if we don’t want to lose half of it.”

The assistant stepped in and said, “That won’t be necessary. Each of you will be able to hold two tons of enchanted items.”

“What do you mean?” Matteo asked.

Instead of answering, the assistant tapped a pedestal near the front of the room. Matteo walked over and looked at it. A silver ring sat on the pedestal, with a simple plaque in front.

	Storage Ring
	Bondable storage artifact. Reinforced to handle enchanted items and keep them safe from outside magics. Two ton capacity.


“It's a ring of holding!” Matteo yelled and held it up. “There is enough for everyone!”

There were eight pedestals near the front of the room with storage rings on them. The squad hurried over and claimed one each.

Once Matteo placed the ring on his finger, a blue box appeared in his vision.

	Ring of Plenty

	This ring is unbound, would you like to bind it to yourself? Once bound, only you will be able to access the contents. (Warning, only one storage artifact may be bound at a time)

	Yes
	No

		


He selected yes without hesitation. A tendril of magic snaked its way through his hand and down his arm to his core. Once it connected, the bond was formed. It felt like Matteo had just gained a new body part. It was like a warehouse at the back of his mind. It was empty now, and he couldn’t wait to fill it up.

He walked over to the nearest pedestal and touched the aviation helmet there. Nothing happened. He tried again, this time with stronger intent. Still nothing. The third time, he tried adding a bit of his personal mana to the request, and the helmet disappeared. He pumped his fist and whispered yes to himself.

He quickly added one of everything to his ring. He noticed that there were eight different sections, each with a copy of the treasure. The further back you went, the larger the enchanted item. Another magnificent surprise was that none of the runes were obscured. Matteo could learn new runes from every single enchanted object in the room. And there were some amazing objects in the room. Just behind the city shield was something out of his dreams.

	Thunderbird Aircraft
	Two person flying construct. Specializes in maneuverability and is capable of vertical liftoff. Main weapon is a lighting cannon in undercarriage. 


Matteo stood there for a moment in shock. This was amazing. An actual flying machine. Not just a hovering sled, an actual aircraft that can fly. Its sleek lines and beautiful rune work were amazing. It didn’t look organic; it was more like someone took a construct and made it artistic. Every piece was a wonder. It looked like the wings could move into different configurations. Matteo couldn’t wait to try it out. For now, he stored the aircraft and started working through the room, collecting one copy of everything.

When he reached the end of the room, he was unsurprised to find his storage ring was full. They had calculated the exact capacity of the ring and placed enough treasure to fill it. Matteo felt pleasantly full, like he had just eaten a full buffet.

He looked around. Ilaria and Ashif had already done the same as him, storing one of everything in their rings. They were quietly chatting in the corner. Chiara and Medjay had made it halfway through the room. Their mana must have run out. It didn’t take much to store an item, but both of them had used up all of their mana in the combat room. Matteo walked over to the ladies.

Medjay held up her ring and smiled. “I can’t believe it! Isn’t this wonderful? I know Atticus called it a cache, but I thought he meant it was storage for the guide."

Matteo acted on impulse and grabbed her by the waist. He spun her around and said, “I know! It’s wonderful. Delightful. Splendid. Fantastic. Magnificent.”

Medjay giggled with joy and wrapped her arms around his neck. She held him tight and said, “You are magnificent.”

“Knock it off, you degenerates,” Chiara teased.

Matteo set Medjay down and rose a single eyebrow. “Degenerates? You, who snuck off with Riccardo every chance you got? You’re calling us degenerates?”

Chiara’s face flushed, and she said, “Whatever. Anyway, I was thinking, five of us get rings and treasure, but what do we do with the rest? Who should get the other three rings of plenty?”

“That’s a good question,” Medjay said. “The rings aren't locked until you bind with them, so literally anyone can use them. Should we give them to the three main cities? We don’t want to perpetuate the aristocracy, of course. Maybe we can give them out to the new mayors or something?”

“Actually, I have some new information that might change our plans. Get out your palm navigator, and I’ll show you,” Matteo said.

He walked them through how to use it and they spent a bit playing around. When the novelty wore off, he showed them the city far to the west.

Chiara swore as she swooped down and stared at her palm. “Is this real? Is there actually a city out there?”

“Yes. It’s like we are really in the sky. Look outside our mountain. It has the destroyed army camp and everything. That city is real, and there is more than one. We should check around to see how many we can find,” Matteo said.

The three of them worked together to scour the surface of the planet for cities. In the end, they found three more, for a total of six cities.

“I bet there were eight cities at first. Two of them must have fallen to the kaiju,” Medjay said. “I wish I had been taught more about the world when I was young. I would know for sure.”

Matteo said, “Well, maybe we could get more information. The government guy was built by celestials, maybe he knows more. Hey, assistant, come here.”

“How may I be of assistance?” the man said brightly.

“First off, what’s your name?”

“I have no name. I’m not really a person. You can think of me as a repository of information with a very interactive interface. However, for ease of use, you can call me anything you want.”

“Alright. I’ll call you Dewey, that was the librarian on the turtle when I was growing up. He was the smartest person I knew.”

“I will respond to Dewey from here on out.”

“What can you tell us about the cities and population centers out there?”

“Nothing. I have no access to current information about the world around me. My database of information is focused on the principles of government and administration. You know more about the world outside this building than I do.”

“Speaking of which, can you walk outside? You are an illusion, right?”

“That’s an accurate enough description. A copy of my ‘illusion’ was placed in each of the rings. I am able to appear within a hundred yards of each of the rings. Once we leave this building, it will require mana to manifest me.”

“Alright, sounds like you can’t help in this situation. Thanks anyway,” Matteo said with a sigh. He turned to the others and said, “What do we do? Do we pass out these storage rings to these new cities? We don’t know anything about them. Maybe they are evil and the world would be better off without them.”

“There’s no reason to believe that. It’s much more likely that they are like everyone else, some good, some bad,” Chiara said.

Medjay nodded. “She’s right. We should attempt to save everyone. The guide will activate tomorrow and we should have a plan in place before then. The walls will fail without enchantments.”

“It isn’t that dire, right? Only the enchantments are going away. The artifacts people are using to fend off the monsters will still work, right?” Matteo said.

“Yeah, I guess,” Medjay said.

“Well then, we set up a plan to talk to these other cities, but we don’t have to break our backs to do it. They should still be able to fight monsters. We just need to get to them before any kaiju come by,” Matteo said. He snapped his fingers, “Oh yeah! We can talk to our parents about the situation, too. Maybe they will have some suggestions. Wisdom of the elders and all that.”

It took them another half hour for the squad to have enough mana to store everything in the room. Matteo took the three unbound rings and strung them on a string. When they were ready, he opened the door and struck a dramatic pose. He had just completed a mission that would benefit all mankind.

“Finally! What took you so long?” his dad said, exasperated.

His mother said, “Now, now, honey. Maybe it was a very difficult trial. Ma’at knows he wouldn’t intentionally make us worry about his life. Not again.”

Matteo fought to keep a neutral expression on his face. “It was very difficult, yes. This was the soonest we could get out. But we were victorious! All of mankind will see the benefits of the guide in the morning. The Sisters will be no more and we will have our fate in our own hands once more.”

“Why is that exactly? You weren’t exactly clear about your plans before you rushed in there,” Mom said.

The other parents walked closer to hear his explanation. He said, “It’s a bit of a long story, but you need to know it. It all starts when Ma’at and the others brought humans to this world...”

Matteo gave them the long version of the story, Medjay interjecting occasionally to add details about decades ago, and Chiara interjected to explain exactly how evil the Sisters were. Ilaria added details about the divine spell form. Matteo gave a brief overview of their three missions to destroy them. As he talked, he realized how wild it all was. Thankfully, their parents believed them. Ashif talked about Atticus and the guide.

“... and that’s why we need to come up with a plan to protect the cities when the enchantments on the walls stop tomorrow,” Matteo finished.

There was a long silence after he finished. Ilaria’s dad was the first to break it. He said, “So, without consulting anyone else, you took it upon yourselves to change the world irrevocably?”

“We desperately wanted to ask for help and talked about it often. In the end, we decided it was too much of a risk. You guys might trust us, but everyone else still believed in the goddesses, we were considered heretics to all three religions. Even with our precautions, we were betrayed to the Sisters twice,” Matteo said.

His mom put her hand on his shoulder. “I really wish you would have trusted us, dear. We could have gotten a plan in place to help ease the transition. There’s no use crying over spilt milk, though. Let’s just clean it up.”

The seven parents and five squad members worked together to come up with a plan. They decided to split up and provide help to each city. Ilaria and her parents were sent to Carcassonne city because she was the only one in the squad that wouldn’t get arrested on sight. Ashif and his mom were assigned to visit Thatcham city. They were planning on flying there in the new thunderbird aircraft. Chiara volunteered to fly to the titan on her own. Her parents made some weak excuses about taking care of kids at home, but it was clear that there was no love lost there.

Matteo wanted to visit the other three cities with Medjay, and his parents decided to come with. He tried to tell them it might be dangerous because they knew nothing about these three new cities. His parents reminded him they were both bound and could take care of themselves. He grumbled, but didn’t fight them coming along.

The group left the cavern and found a nearby dell to spend the night. They planned on splitting up right after the guide was activated in the morning. The parents offered to take turns standing watch, and the squad was happy to let them. They were exhausted from the nonstop battles.

The next morning Matteo was woken up by a gentle chime. The sun was cresting the horizon and everyone was waking up with him. The chime sounded again and a blue screen slowly faded into existence in front of him.


Book 3 Chapter 53: The Guide

	Congratulations!

	A team of brave people have activated the guide left to you by Ma’at, Isfet, and Echidna. The guide is an informational assistant given to every human on this planet. It can assist you with everything from farming to enchanting. Anyone can gain knowledge from the guide, but that information is gated behind ‘quests’ which are tasks designed to prepare you for the specified subject. Say the words “Available Quests” for a list of quests you qualify for.
(You're not imagining this, everyone can see this blue screen floating in the air in front of their eyes right now.)



Matteo chuckled at the last line. He imagined it was necessary for some people. This would be very strange to them. It looked just like his artifact interface, so it felt familiar to him. It also felt like victory. They had done it. The guide was active. That also meant the Sisters were deactivated across the world. Humanity's enemies were defeated. They had won.

Throughout the dell, he heard people talking to their guide. He decided to join them. He said, “Available quests.” As soon as he finished speaking, a cascade of windows dropped across his vision.

	Agriculture Quest

	In order to begin the agriculture knowledge quest chain, grow one hundred plants from seed to fully mature plants.

	Activate Quest



	Culinary Quest

	In order to begin the culinary knowledge quest chain, cook a meal without assistance for at least four people.

	Activate Quest



	Law Enforcement Quest

	In order to begin the law enforcement knowledge quest chain, give local authorities information that leads to an arrest.

	Activate Quest



	Enchanting Quest

	In order to begin the runic knowledge quest chain, engrave a rune into a durable surface. Must be able to accept mana and remain stable.

	Activate Quest



	Combat Quest

	In order to begin the combat knowledge quest chain, kill a monster without assistance.

	Activate Quest



	Qualify for Additional Quests

	If your life experience hasn’t qualified you for the quest you want, read about it. Read four books, at least one relevant one, within the next two months.

	Activate Quest



Matteo read through each one. It looked like the guide was giving him a curated list of quests he could start based on his life experience. The agriculture one because of working with his dad on the fields. The culinary one for his experience working as Karlotta's sous chef. The law enforcement quest stumped him for a moment before he realized that getting imprisoned must have counted. The runic quest was exciting, and the combat one expected.

It was interesting that you could qualify for additional quests by reading books. That meant that books were going to get more and more important. He bet that the tiny library in Tartaruga Town was going to be packed later today. Several of his available quests sounded interesting, but there was only one real choice. He focused and mentally hit ‘accept quest’ on the runic screen. As soon as he did, the blue screens disappeared and a new one took its place.

	Enchanting Quest Part One of Eighteen

	The first test is to carve this preservation rune.
₻ƺ
⨒⥉
Remember to match the angles precisely and replicate every aspect as well as you can. Once complete, fill the rune with mana and wait three minutes. If successful, part two of this quest chain will activate.



A thought occurred to him as he read the instructions. He couldn’t charge runes himself. Only people without a mana color affinity could do that. Hopefully, the quest would only care if he was the one carving the rune, not charging it. The rune quest chain would probably be very difficult for him.

He wouldn’t even be attempting it if it wasn’t for the fact his artifact used runes. This quest was the best way to learn new ones. For example, he now knew the preservation rune. With his agility at forty-two, he had no doubts he could get it right on the first try. He just needed a rune scribe pen and a solid surface.

“Hey Ashif, can I borrow your pen?” Matteo said as he walked over to him. Everyone in the dell was active, talking or working on their quests already.

Ashif looked up from where he was carving into a tree. He said, “You got the enchanting quest too? Sure thing. I just gotta finish the ice rune. It’s one I’ve never done before.”

“Huh. I got the preservation rune for my quest. It’s interesting that they are different. Maybe the guide is smart enough to know which runes we know and teach us new ones,” Matteo said.

Ashif grunted and went back to the tree he was carving on. He had stripped off the bark and was carving directly into the wood. As Matteo watched, Ashif made a mistake and cursed. He scratched out that rune and moved to a new spot.

When Ashif messed up again, Matteo stepped forward and said, “Here, let me give you a good surface to carve. A curved trunk isn’t easy.”

As he talked, Matteo cast a force sword spell and sliced the tree in half. He pushed the tree top off with a crash. Everyone looked over from what they were doing, but he gave them all a jaunty wave. When they returned to their work, Ashif did too. The flat surface, plus his practice drawing the rune, meant he succeeded this time. Within moments, the tree stump was frosted with ice crystals.

Ashif impatiently waited for the quest to be complete. The guide was waiting three minutes to make sure the rune was stable. Once enough time passed, he jumped for joy and stared at something only he could see. He distractedly handed Matteo the rune scribe pen.

While he waited, Matteo had thought about where to carve the preservation rune. It could be useful for keeping fruit and vegetables fresh for longer. He used his force sword to slice off a section of wood just big enough to go in his provisions bag.

Carving the rune was only a few seconds of concentration. Next was getting someone to charge it up. Ashif had wandered off, so Matteo turned to Medjay. He knew she had pure magic affinity. They called it white magic, but really it was all the colors of magic in one.

“Hey Medjay, can you charge up this rune for me?”

“I can’t do runes-” she started, then paused. A bright smile crossed her face. “Maybe I can now! This opens up so much! I can get the quest and learn all about enchanting!”

She slapped her hand over the rune and pushed her mana into it. When the rune was softly glowing, she stepped back and looked on expectedly.

When nothing happened, her shoulders slumped, and she said, “Did I do it wrong?”

“No, it looks like it’s working. It’s a preservation rune. It’s not a showy effect. Here, let me carve a light rune so you can see it in action,” Matteo said. He walked over to the tree trunk he cut off and carved a quick rune. He made sure to carve the weakest one he could in case she overcharged it.

Medjay hesitantly placed her hand on the rune, and it immediately lit up. The sun had fully risen by now, but the light from the rune was still lighting up the dell. Matteo laughed and gave her a hug. As the hug ended, Matteo’s quest completed and a new blue screen popped up.

	Quest Complete!

	Congratulations on completing a working preservation rune. This rune is mainly used to keep food fresh, but there are dozens of other applications.
As a reward, your database has been updated with this rune and two new ones.
The next quest in this chain requires you to modify a rune’s intensity.

	Activate Enchanting Quest Part Two



Matteo didn’t understand what it meant when it said his database had been updated. He didn’t even know what a database was. Then he thought to check his rune core.

A smile spread across his face as he pulled out the wireform rune core. Instead of twenty-five available runes, he now had twenty-eight. They were labeled and everything. Preservation, heat, and polish. This was perfect. He could complete the enchanting quest and fill up his rune core. Supposedly, there were one thousand and twenty-eight different runes out there. He couldn’t wait to discover them all.

He couldn’t wait to continue the quest chain and immediately activated part two. This one was about adjusting the strength of the rune, similar to what he just did with the light rune. The guide gave him the dust rune and had him create two versions, one powerful, one weak. He was done with both in a matter of seconds. Medjay helped him to power them and they were soon spraying out different amounts of dust into the air. He wasn’t quite sure why the celestials had created a rune like that, but there must be some reason.

“Hey, Matteo, if you are done making a mess over there, can I have my pen back?” Ashif said.

Matteo sighed and handed it over. “Thanks for letting me use it. I know you are just as excited as I am to progress with these quests.”

“You better believe it,” Ashif said with a manic grin.

Matteo watched everyone going about their various quests. His dad was planting seeds, his mom was sewing. Ilaria was throwing lightning bolts in the distance, probably killing a monster. A few of the parents were reading, and others were working on various crafts.

While they worked on their quests, Matteo decided to make breakfast for everyone. Medjay joined him, and he gave her lessons on how to cook. She was a fast learner, but he still had to remake the tsoureki. The breakfast dessert was finicky, so he told her not to be disappointed.

He called everyone in for a late breakfast and they discussed their quests and plans. Most of them planned on completing what quests they could complete here before they headed out to their various destinations. Matteo and Medjay decided to head out to the new cities right away. Partly because they wanted to make sure each one got a shield to protect from monsters and kaiju. But it was mostly because the pair didn’t have a rune scribe pen. Hopefully, one of these new cities could sell them one.

Matteo looked around the group as they finished up breakfast. He said, “Is this goodbye?”

“No, no. We will see each other again,” Ashif said. He looked around and hesitantly asked, “Right?”

Ilaria patted him on the shoulder. “We will. How about we meet up in Carcassonne City in a few weeks?”

“Well, most of us are enemies of the state, wanted terrorists,” Chiara pointed out.

Ilaria waved away the concern. “It’s fine. Once the triumvirate is dead, our names will be cleared. In fact, when I give the new leader the city shield, I’ll make sure they recognize us as heroes.”

“I don’t know if we need to be hailed as heroes,” Matteo said. “But I appreciate you willing to work on it for us. Let’s plan on meeting in front of the southern gates in exactly two weeks, alright?”

There were nods all around. They quickly packed up to set out. Matteo tried to insist that his parents return to the turtle, but they wouldn’t listen to him. They were coming with, no matter what. He and Medjay both pulled out a Thunderbird aircraft and went over the controls. They seemed fairly intuitive, but the only way to know for sure would be to practice. He gave everyone an armor rune, just in case.

“Hey, buddy. I figure I will go with you, and your mom will go with Medjay, alright?” his dad said.

“No,” Matteo was quick to respond. “I’m not letting mom grill Medjay for hours as we fly across the countryside. You two take that Thunderbird. I am flying with my girlfriend.”

“Ho, ho. Now she’s your girlfriend. Earlier, she was just a friend,” Dad said.

Matteo rubbed his face. “Seriously, dad. I’m too old for you to tease me about this kind of thing. Go talk to mom about who is going to fly the aircraft.

Dad held up his hands. “Sure thing, little bear. Whatever you say.”

Matteo intentionally didn’t respond to the nickname from his childhood. Medjay walked up and whispered into his ear, “Thank you for saving me. Your mom seems scary.”

“She’s fine. She’s actually very nice. She just loves gossip and would ask you endless questions the entire trip,” Matteo said.

“Thanks anyway,” Medjay said and gave him a quick hug.

Before he could reply, a blue screen popped up in his vision.

	Regional Quest

	The triumvirate of Carcassonne is attempting to limit knowledge and available quests by confiscating all books within the city. This is expressly forbidden. They have ignored the guide’s warnings. Kill the three members of the triumvirate and distribute books to the general populace. Rewards are enchanted objects, value based on participation.

	Activate Quest



After reading it, he said, “Did you get this too?”

“The regional quest? Yeah. That’s wild. I didn’t think the guide would be that involved in things. I thought it was just going to pass out information, not enforce access to its quests.”

“Yeah. It’s bizarre to think that there is a quest out there to kill someone. Not that I think that’s a bad thing in this case. The triumvirate should have been put to the sword years ago.”

“What do you think? Should we divert and take care of this first?”

“Not if I can help it,” Matteo said and turned to yell, “Hey Ilaria! Can you handle the regional quest on your own, or do you want our help?”

“Don’t worry about us. The triumvirate isn’t scary after you have fought the Sisters. Besides, I don’t know if we will even get to the city before their own guards off them for the reward,” Ilaria shouted back.

Matteo thanked her and hopped into the Thunderbird. It was a small aircraft, with enough room for two people and their luggage, but nothing else. Medjay said that he should fly since his agility was higher. He gripped the controls and grinned. The smile never left his face the entire journey.
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Controlling the Thunderbird required a mental adjustment. He had to think in three dimensions instead of just two. His high agility meant that he was quickly able to correct his mistakes, but it still took some time to get used to flying the aircraft. To his frustration, his mom caught on faster than he did.

When he felt like he had a handle on things, he signaled to his mom. The two aircraft flew higher into the sky, and then sped eastward. Medjay had her palm navigator out and was directing Matteo. His dad was the navigator for the other Thunderbird, but his mom had to follow Matteo. His dad hadn’t figured out how to use the enchanted device yet.

Once Matteo got into a groove, he relaxed. He turned to Medjay and said, “Is it just me, or does this seem like a vacation?”

She quirked an eyebrow up at him. “Vacation? I admit, I’ve never been on a vacation in my life, but from what I hear, they are a lot more relaxing than rushing across the countryside, trying to save cities from monsters.”

Matteo leaned back. “Rushing? This doesn’t feel like rushing. Besides, we could take a week off and I doubt anyone would care. Unless a kaiju or monster swarm threatens one of the cities, they will be fine.”

“Still, I’ll feel better once this is done,” Medjay said.

“Speaking of which-” Matteo cut himself off.

A flying monster was heading their way. At first it looked like a wyvern, but as it got closer, he saw it was a black eagle. He searched his memories from training, but couldn’t remember what kind of magic it had.

The black eagle didn’t keep him in suspense. It cawed and a thick black cloud poured out of its mouth. The monster swung wide, enveloping both Thunderbirds in its blinding mist. His parent’s aircraft fired their weapon. The thick bolt of lightning missed the eagle, but silhouetted it against the sky. That was enough for Medjay to get a bead on the monster and she fired their own lighting cannon.

The strike hit, knocking off a third of its feathers and burning the rest. They watched as the bald eagle plummeted to the ground, landing with a splat. They chuckled and Matteo corrected their flight back to the new city. They kept a closer eye on the skies from there on out.

“You were saying something?” She prompted.

“Oh yeah. What do you want to do once we deliver the city shields?”

She looked away. “I don’t really know. I feel like my purpose has been chosen for me since my creation. It’s strange to think about not having one. It’s like walking along a cliff edge. I don’t like that feeling.” She turned back to him and smiled. “I like the feelings I get when I am with you. I think I’ll stick around you for a while.”

He smiled back and said, “I love being around you, too. You are kind and thoughtful, exciting and fun. You make anything we do that much better. I don’t care too much about what we do next, as long as it’s with you.”

“Ahh, that’s so sweet,” Medjay said.

She pulled him in for a lingering kiss. He leaned into her. The aircraft’s wing dipped to the side and Matteo had to scramble to regain control. Once he did, they both laughed. That had been close. They were just cresting a large mountain range and had a lot less room to recover. The snow-capped mountains below didn’t look like a nice place to visit.

Moments later, they passed the mountain tops, and the landscape opened up. They could see for miles and miles. Matteo leaned forward to enjoy the view. It looked slightly off. He couldn’t pin down exactly why, but it looked different from what he was expecting. Careful examination by both of them revealed nothing concrete. The countryside slowly slid by and twenty minutes later, they saw the city in the distance. It had tall white walls, just like Carcassonne city.

Matteo took them in a wide circle around the city so they could get the lay of the land. There were four gates to the city, but only one seemed like it was in use. There was a long caravan lined up in front of the gate.

“That’s it!” Medjay shouted and pointed. “No kaiju. No one is using kaiju here. They are all walking around or riding in carts.”

Matteo squinted and looked down. He swore. “Spider-drawn carts. Why does it have to be spiders?”

She laughed and put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry, big man. I’ll protect you from the scary spiders.”

“I’m not scared of them. I could kill every spider from here if they would let me. The problem is that they are creepy crawly monsters and everyone acts like they aren’t. My skin crawls every time we walk by one of them, and I’m supposed to pretend nothing’s wrong.”

“Maybe you just need to get to know them better. How about we set up a ride while we wait outside? They let kids ride them. They should let you too, right?” she said, her eyes glinting.

Matteo groaned at the joke and started bringing the Thunderbird down. He chose a spot well outside the city so they wouldn’t get mistaken for a flying monster. His mom landed hers right next to his, and they all climbed out.

“That was something else, I tell you what,” Mom said. “I think I’m keeping it once this is all over.”

“That one was mine and you can have it ... Mrs. Del Fante,” Medjay said. “I’m sorry. I know it’s not polite to use people’s surnames. Your son never told me your names.”

“Don’t worry about that, dear. You can call me mom.”

“And I will only answer to dad!”

Matteo rolled his eyes and said, “Just go with it. They are weird about names. I didn’t even find out their real names until I was a teenager. I’ll tell you later when we are alone.”

Mom pointed her finger at him menacingly. “Don’t you dare.”

Matteo held up his hands in surrender. He also pointedly didn’t promise anything. He would tell Medjay anyway. It was always good to have their real names in their back pocket in case his parents misbehaved.

“Let’s store these and head to the city. We have a bit of a hike ahead of us,” Medjay said.

“Is there a reason you put us all the way out here, Matteo? Did you want to talk about something important, upcoming nuptials perhaps?”

“Mom, quit teasing. It’s too much, even for you. And you know why we are all the way out here. We didn’t want to get shot down by the city’s aerial defenses.”

“I’m sorry, Matteo. I guess we have been a bit much the last few days,” Dad said and put his hand on Mom’s shoulders.

Mom nodded, “Alright. I’ll stop. But you owe me the full story of you two.”

Matteo sighed and turned to Medjay. He raised his eyebrow to make sure she was ok with this. She nodded and slid her arm through his.

Medjay turned to Matteo’s parents and said, “It all started when he put me back together. That day I walked through the tower naked and I think that gave him ideas.”

“Hey!”

She laughed and said, “I’m kidding. Sorry Matteo, your parents are a bad influence.”

Mom and Dad thought this was much funnier than he did. But he couldn’t help but smile. It was a bit funny. It was also nice that she was getting along with his parents.

“What actually happened was that he was the perfect gentleman. He gave me his coat and then took me to the market to get clothes. It was my first time shopping in my life. I loved it.”

She went on to explain more of how they got to know each other and where she came from. Mom and dad reciprocated by telling her all about life on the turtle. They also told her stories about Matteo when he was younger. To his surprise, none of the childhood stories were embarrassing. Maybe his parents really were done with teasing him.

After an afternoon of walking and stories, they were getting close to the city. They were about to get to the road and join the long line inside. They started discussing how to enter the city. Matteo was all for telling the guards where they came from, but his parents wanted to enter the city covertly and get the lay of the land before they told anyone they had celestial, enchanted objects.

	Regional Quest

	A kaiju threatens the city of Abayomi. Kill it. Alternatively, delay the kaiju until a anti-monster shield can be erected. Enchanted rewards based on participation.

	Activate Quest



Matteo spun in place. He didn’t see any nearby kaiju. They had flown all the way around the city earlier and didn’t see anything. That was hours ago, but for a kaiju, that would be a few moments. Maybe the city in front of him wasn’t Abayomi?

“Did you guys get that quest, too?” Dad asked.

Everyone nodded. Mom said, “Do they have tiny kaiju here? I would think we would have seen a big one on the way in.”

“I don’t think so. That’s the defining feature of a kaiju, their gargantuan proportions,” Dad said.

Medjay pulled out her palm navigator. She scrolled around, trying to see if she could spot the kaiju from above. Matteo pulled out his own palm navigator and sent his view swooping over to the next closest city. If this city wasn’t being attacked, maybe that one was.

	Personal Quest

	A kaiju threatens the city of Abayomi. That’s the city in front of you. Head inside and give a city shield to a community leader of your choice. 
Reward is a personalized enchanted object.
Refusing this quest would incur negative consequences.

	Activate Quest



Matteo read this one through twice and then accepted. This was something he wanted to do anyway, and he really didn’t want to incur negative consequences. He had seen what had happened to the triumvirate.

The blue screen faded from view and a multilayered arrow appeared in the corner of his vision. It was pointing directly at the city. He guessed that was directions to the community leaders. He wondered if there was time to interview them so he could make sure he was leaving the city in good hands.

“Did you guys get the second quest, too?” Matteo asked.

“Second quest? You mean a new one just now? No, just the one. What’s your new quest about?” Medjay said.

He mentally pulled up the quest again and read it off to them. He told them he had already accepted it and accepted the other regional quest while he was at it. Another arrow appeared in the corner of his vision.

“I bet you got the quest because you are holding all the extra rings. Lucky. I want a personalized enchanted object. I wonder what the guide would give me,” Medjay mused.

Matteo didn’t have the same positive attitude she did. The implications of the personalized quest didn’t sit well with him. So far, the regional quests had been optional, but this last one wasn’t. Not really. It felt like the guide was doing more than just giving advice. It had a hand on the tiller and wasn’t afraid to steer. The guide was making him nervous that they had traded one set of rulers for another.

“There it is!” Medjay shouted and pointed.

Everyone followed her hand to the mountains behind the city. Matteo didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. A low mountain range surrounded the city to the east, snow-capped tips interspersed with verdant forests. Wait. That was what she was pointing to. There shouldn’t be trees up that high, only stone and snow. There was a snake kaiju slithering through the mountains, one so big it had an entire forest on its back.
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Now that Medjay had pointed out the snake kaiju, it was easier to pick out of the landscape. It had threaded itself through the mountain range, the forest on its back acting as camouflage. It was slithering directly towards the city of Abayomi.

By now, the line of people in front of the gate had seen it as well. The regional quest must have tipped them off. Most of the line turned and started fleeing away. Hundreds of city denizens joined the exodus.

Matteo stepped into the road and yelled, “Wait! I can stop the kaiju, just give me a chance. It will be safer inside the city.”

Unsurprisingly, no one stopped. They weren’t going to trust a random stranger on the side of the road. Everyone knew by now that the enchanted walls of the city weren’t working anymore. As far as they were concerned, Abayomi wasn’t safe anymore. Nothing he could say would change that.

Instead of trying in vain to stop people from fleeing, Matteo and his group ran towards the city. They were the only ones. When they got to the city, there was still a mass exodus ongoing. The gate had two lanes: one for entering, the other for exiting. Both were being used by people trying to outrun a kaiju.

As he got to the gate, he saw his quest arrows separate. What he had initially assumed was a multicolored arrow was actually four different indicators. One of them started to swing wildly and then pointed backwards. It was pointed towards a particularly well dressed older man fleeing the city. Based on the livery of the guards surrounding him, it looked like he was the head of a royal family.

Matteo knew that he could have handed off the city shield to the royal and be done with the quest. He wasn’t going to, though. He didn’t want the aristocracy to rule this city, and whoever got the city shield would likely take over the city. Besides, Matteo couldn’t leave someone in charge that fled the city at the first sign of danger. One of the two remaining community leaders would get the enchanted cube.

Getting into the city wasn’t easy. They had to push their way past the stream of panicked denizens. Matteo was sure that if he didn’t have his high stats, it wouldn’t be possible. He led the way, with Medjay and his parents closely following.

Once inside the city, things were easier. The side streets were mostly empty and gave them room to breathe. Most of the buildings in this part of the city were three stories high. The first story was made of mortared stone, and the other two were wooden. The walls were painted white with some accent pieces stained wood.

The style for the whole neighborhood was white with wood accents. Matteo thought it was a bit weird; none of the houses had personality. He turned towards the north and started jogging again. Based on how the arrows moved, it seemed like this community leader would be closer than the other one.

As they ran, they passed from one neighborhood to the next. The difference was stark. On one side of the street was the stone and wood painted white, and on the other was bone and bark. Starkly white bone made up the houses in this neighborhood, with bark around the doorways and windows. It looked like the buildings had been grown from bone and then the windows cut out.

The next neighborhood was all black. Matteo assumed at first it was made of obsidian, but it wasn’t shiny. He jogged up to it and touched the black building. To his surprise, it had some give to it. The houses smelled funny too, like some sort of strange alchemy experiments had covered the entire neighborhood.

Just past the strange smelling neighborhood was one made of wood. It wasn’t carved so much as grown. Dozens of trees made up the walls and gaps between the trunks were stuffed with odd looking windows. Dozens of titanic leaves overlapped each other to make a tiled roof.

It was in this living neighborhood that Matteo found the first candidate for the anti-monster shield. The man was standing on top of a dry fountain, trying to organize the defense of the city. Matteo pointed him out to the others. Medjay followed him up to the fountain, but his parents split up and slipped into the crowd.

“... so we won’t let the cowards back in. Only real citizens can return, not royals that flee with the bound that could protect us all. Think of how many people could live in the royal estates,” the man was saying.

The community leader wore a purple, puffy vest and tight tan leggings. A jaunty hat sat atop his head, with a fake phoenix feather on top. It was clear that the feather was fake because it wasn’t on fire. He gestured while he talked, and it looked like most of the crowd was with him. They agreed with his comments about the estates and some of them walked off to the north.

Matteo stepped up. “You haven’t saved the city yet and you are already divvying up the spoils?”

The leader rounded on him and gave Matteo an intense stare. “I don’t think I’ve seen you in this neighborhood before, son.”

“I’m not from around here.”

“Then allow me to educate you. No one can save the city, not against a kaiju that big. So we won’t. We will protect the green quarter and gently guide the snake towards the vein. Kaiju are only interested in crystallium, so once it eats the royal crystallium stores, it will leave. Our bound elemental is strong enough to protect our neighborhood as long as the kaiju isn’t too interested in us.”

“Ah, thank you.”

“Then can I count on your support for the defense? Even though the kaiju won’t attack our neighborhood, the monsters atop the great beast will attack us all. Only by working together will we survive.”

“Let me think about it. I’ll go talk to my family, see what they think.”

“Only those that help the effort can stay. If you decide to be a coward, you should leave,” the man said and turned to the next person in the crowd. It seemed like he had already dismissed Matteo in his mind.

Matteo stepped away from the crowd as he thought about giving him the city shield. Clearly, the man was a community leader, in the position because people trusted him. He wasn’t ruling by force, which was a big point in his favor. On the other hand, something about the man’s attitude rubbed him the wrong way. He seemed rude and opportunistic.

As they exited the crowd, Medjay waved to his parents. Once the four of them were back together, his mom spoke up.

“Please tell me you didn’t give him the shield,” she said.

“I didn’t. I haven’t made up my mind yet,” Matteo said.

“That’s good. This guy would make a terrible leader. Everyone says he’s a carrion monster. He preys on the weak with predatory loans and business practices. Some people support him because he constantly fought the royalty, but that’s a poor excuse. Fighting royalty doesn’t make you a good person, it just makes you a fighter.”

Matteo nodded, “Alright. Let’s hope the last choice is better than the first two.”

“Two?”

“Oh yeah. I forgot to tell you. As we were going in through the gates, the first community leader went out. It looked like the king was fleeing the city with all his retainers. Even if I liked the idea of a monarchy, I can’t leave the city in the hands of someone like him.”

“Let’s hope the last choice is a woman. They are usually more level headed and brave.”

Matteo rolled his eyes. Arguing with her would be a trap. Instead, he said, “You ready to run? The last one is across the city near the walls.”

He took off jogging. His comfortable lope was as fast as the rest of them could run. His higher strength and agility meant that he could leave them in the dust if he wanted. But his mom’s ability to get gossip anywhere she went was a valuable skill. He would talk to the final leader, and she would get the scoop on them.

They arrived at the northern walls a few minutes later. It was a hive of activity. There were people moving ballista over from the other side of the wall, people were running back and forth, dropping off supplies and ammunition. In the courtyard near the wall there were several bound working together. They were creating a weapon of some sort, each summoning something different and slotting it into place. It looked like an upscaled version of a sonic crossbow. Matteo wondered if that was their backup weapon for if the kaiju made it through the walls.

Finding the leader of the bunch wasn’t hard. She was standing on a wooden platform in front of the wall, giving out orders and organizing their forces. She wore a uniform, but the rank insignias were foreign to him.

Matteo stood back for a moment and just watched her work. She seemed stressed, but was kind to everyone. People from all parts of the city were going up to her and taking orders. She was well respected by people in uniform and out of it. He had decided to go talk to her when his mom walked up.

She pulled him aside and said, “Her name is Bast and she’s a good one. Everyone likes her, and she is known to be fair and giving. The only problem is her loyalties. She is a Cornet, which is kind of like the head of the Wardens back home. She reports directly to the king. I don’t know if giving her the keys to the city is the right move.”

Matteo nodded. “Thanks. I’ll ask her about that first. I hope she is loyal to the city instead of the king that abandoned them.”

Medjay walked up while they were talking and joined him to go talk with the leader.

“Hello there. We are from out of town. I hear you are the one to talk to about the defense of the city. I understand your name is Cornet Bast?” Matteo said.

“That’s me. Just call me Bast, though. We are just trying to save the city here. No need to stand on ceremony,” she replied. “Are you here to join the mission? What can you do?”

“We are both bound, but we wanted to check something before we worked with you,” Medjay interjected. “My boyfriend here insulted the king as he was fleeing the city. The king said he would execute him after he came back to the city. If we help the city, would you stand up to the king for us?”

Matteo nodded along. That was a perfect way to bring up the subject without her knowing about the city shield first.

“You are saying the king left the city?”

“Yeah, pretty sure that was him. He had a bunch of guards all in royal livery. Is there anyone else that could have been?” Matteo said.

Bast punched her hand. “That monster spawn. He promised me the royal guards would join the efforts on the wall as soon as they were done quelling the panic in the city.”

“We didn’t see anyone panicking on our way here. I believe anyone that was worried about it has already left,” Medjay said.

Bast swore and looked back up to the walls. “Please tell me you two have artifacts powerful enough to replace a whole division of royal bound.”

Matteo laughed at that one. “Maybe, actually, we are both at anchor levels of power. I think you will appreciate what we have to give you more than what we have to offer, though.”

She tilted her head. “What do you want to give me?”

With a dramatic flourish, Matteo pulled the city shield out of his storage ring. The two ton enchanted cube thumped to the ground. The runes carved into the sides glowed slightly, trace amounts of celestial magic wafting up into the air. To his disappointment, Bast didn't jump back in shock.

“What is that?”

“That’s an anti-monster shield. It can cover the entire city with sonics and hyperbaric mana quiver. It will destroy any monsters that touch it, even kaiju.”

“How does something that small protect an entire city? I feel like you are trying to sell me snake oil.”

“No, no, this is yours for free, as long as we agree on a few things. And as far as how it does what it does, I don’t really know. It’s celestial magic, something stronger than what we normally use. I’m sure you saw the blue screens that popped up this morning? Ma’at and the others left us some things to make the transition easier.”

Bast put her hands to her temples. “You are offering the solution to all my problems. I hope you can understand some skepticism on my part.”

“Of course, we will let you use it right away. You can see for yourself it works. We just need to agree on one thing. Once this is all over, you need to be in charge of the city, not the king.”

She put her hands up. “No. I’m not going to lead a coup. I don’t want to be in charge of this city.”

“You don’t have to stage a coup. You can simply not let the former king back into the city. Besides, not wanting more power is exactly why you should hold the power.”

“Even if I was willing to go along with your crazy plan, it would never work. Peaceful transitions of power take years of set up, if you don’t, it will spark a civil war. No one wants the king's assassins and spies running rampant through the city.”

Matteo fiddled with his ring, tapping it as he thought about how to convince her. The ring must have thought it was being activated. The personal assistant, Dewey, appeared. His illusion was partially see-through in the bright light of the day.

Bast jumped back. “Who are you? Where did you come from?”

“I was given the name Dewey. I came from the stars, a virtual construct of the celestials, bound to this ring. Think of me as an illusion that can talk to you about government.”

“Oh, that’s right. He’s a perfect government assistant. He isn’t a real person, but he gives great advice,” Matteo said.

Dewey nodded. “Indeed. In fact, I believe I have some useful advice for you, Cornet Bast. The easiest way to smooth out a transition of power is to give the people what they want. The king's guards will protect and fight for him, but if you give them a position of power on the walls, they might switch sides. Re-hire the king’s heads of state, the guild leaders, the farming master, those types of people. Give them a new title and raise their salary. You will be able to afford it if you don’t live as lavishly as the former king did.”

Matteo could see Bast was wavering. She was imagining it now, and the hope of a brighter future was alluring.

He said, “This all hinges on the city shield. Why don’t you activate it so you can see it’s real? The little blue boxes don’t lie.”

Bast stood there for a bit and then hesitantly touched the runed cube. The city shield lit up, and she stared at something only she could see. Matteo smiled. He imagined that would be a common sight soon. With everyone having access to the guide, people would be staring off into space all the time.

“This says it will take some time to fully charge up and I have to stay within five feet during the set-up phase,” Bast said. “Apparently, I’m the administrator now, and no one else can use it.”

Matteo nodded and handed over the ring he had taken the shield from. “This is yours too. It houses Dewey’s spirit, and lots of enchanted goodies. You can use them as bribes to smooth things over. Right now, you are the only source of enchanted objects in the entire city.”

	Quest Complete!

	Congratulations on finding a suitable community leader for the city shield. In addition, Bast is now identified as the mayor of Abayomi. She will receive additional community building quests, as well as being able to issue quests of her own.

	Receive Personalized Rewards



Distantly, Matteo heard Dewey walking Bast through the process for using the storage ring. He wasn’t paying attention, he only had eyes for the last section of his blue screen. That word personalized had him imagining all sorts of amazing things. He mentally accepted and held out his hands.

Motes of celestial mana coalesced in his hands, forming two small objects. The first was a metal plaque. The metal was inscribed with instructions on how to construct rune words and how the runes interacted with each other. The second object looked similar to a rune scribe pen. It was roughly twice as wide as his old pen, but he could easily hold it in his fingers. It had a slot near the top where it could absorb crystallium, and a glowing liquid within its shaft.

“Hey, Dewey, what exactly is this?” Matteo said.

He looked up to see Dewey talking to Bast. She was yelling something about four hours being too long.

A second Dewey came from his own ring and said, “That is a rune scribe pen. It runs on crystallium shards. It has an additional feature that standard pens don’t. It will accept any form of magic and convert it into standard white mana. That means you can charge your own runes.”

Matteo held up the pen and smiled. “This is exactly what I needed. Now I can breeze through all the enchanting quests and load up all those awesome runes into my core.”

“I would recommend you hold off on playing with your new toy for the moment, sir. The city needs your help as one of the strongest bound available,” Dewey said.

	Quest Update

	The mayor now has access to a celestial shield that can protect the entire city from kaiju and monsters. Buy her the time she needs to activate it (Currently 3 hours and 57 minutes).
Enchanted rewards based on participation.

	Quest Already Active



“Huh. I guess we are fighting a kaiju after all,” Matteo said.


Book 3 Chapter 56: Belligerent Behemoth

Matteo walked up to the new mayor, Bast. She was yelling at three men in heavily enchanted robes. Or rather robes that used to be enchanted. Now that the guide had been activated, their clothing just looked pretty. The men stood there, arms folded, and kept shaking their heads. As he approached, they turned and walked away. Seeing him, Bast she rounded on him and poked her finger out.

“This is all your fault. I thought the activation process would take a few minutes, not a few hours,” she said.

Matteo shrugged. “I thought it would be quicker too, but so what? Before I got here, you were already organizing forces to defeat the kaiju, right?”

Bast shook her head, “No, are you insane? People can’t fight forces of nature. We never planned on fighting the kaiju. We were going to move all the crystallium from the vaults to lure it away from the city. Those men were representatives of the two enchanters guilds and the king’s treasury. They were going to give up their stores of crystallium to save their own lives, but not anymore. That damn quest update gave them a timeline. They know the kaiju will break down the walls within four hours, but that’s not enough time for it to make it to their part of town. As far as they are concerned, the problem is solved.”

“Solved? The kaiju is going to break down the wall, the monsters will flood the city, thousands will die. You are saying they are fine with all of that because it won’t kill them personally? How callous can they be?”

“You really aren’t from around here, are you? I was shocked they were willing to give up any crystallium, even with their lives at risk. Now that the timer tells them they will be fine, none of them are willing to hand over a shard. Crystallium is worth more than gold now. It’s the only thing people need to become master enchanters themselves. The guide is threatening their very way of life.”

Matteo sighed. He actually had a few stacks of crystallium in his storage ring. It wouldn’t be enough to make the kaiju blink, though. But there might be something in his ring they could use to lure away the huge snake.

“You bound the storage ring to yourself, right? Think about pulling out the superionic crystallium, and push a little mana into the ring,” he said. As he spoke, he demonstrated by pulling out his own enchanted crystal.

It took her a minute, but she eventually got it out. She looked it over and said, “Alright, I get that it’s special some way, but there is no way this has enough mana locked inside to get the snake to notice.

Dewey stepped up and said, “That is where you are wrong. That is a national treasure, over a thousand times more mana than a standard mana crystal. Any snake would be attracted to its scent.”

Matteo narrowed his eyes at Dewey, considering. “The snake is a kaiju. Do you know what that is?”

“I’ve heard of the word, but from context I surmise you are not referring to the fictional kaiju in my database,” Dewey said.

“Yeah, kaiju are real. I think you must have been formed before Echidna created kaiju and set them on the world,” Matteo said and turned back to Bast. “We have five of these superionic crystallium crystals. I think that should be enough to divert the kaiju’s attention, at least for long enough for you to activate the city shield.”

Relief washed over Bast’s face. “Here, take mine. Do you need any other help? Most of the anchors deserted, but we still have two of them willing to honor their oaths.”

Matteo thought about it for a second and said, “Sure, we could use all the help we can get. And since there are only two of them, they can fly with us.”

“Actually, neither of them can fly. One of them has a decay artifact, the other, ice. Jabr, the one with the ice artifact, can make slides out of nothing so they can get around pretty quick.”

Matteo shook his head. “They won’t need to make slides. You can loan them your thunderbird aircraft. Find an open spot on the ground and focus on the name. It will cost a good chunk of mana to get out.”

Bast looked like she wanted to ask more questions. Instead, she decided to roll with the punches. She walked over to the far edge of the courtyard and focused on her ring. A few moments later, an enchanted aircraft appeared on the ground in front of her. The wings dipped slightly as they settled. She jumped back in surprise. When nothing else happened, she turned to Matteo. “This is a flying machine?”

“Yep, big enough for two people. It’s not hard to pilot. Call your anchors over and I will walk them through it,” Matteo said.

Bast turned and yelled, “Jabr, Fasad, come on down here!”

A pair of people at the top of the wall turned and looked down at Bast. One was wearing green robes, the other white. Jabr gestured and a thin slide of ice appeared near the top of the wall. He slid down first, his robes turning into streamers behind him. Fasad followed, with a similar effect to her green robes.

Bast said. “Thanks for being here. As a treat, I’m going to let you borrow my Thunderbird here. It’s enchanted to fly, and Matteo here can show you how. He’s leading the mission to kill or distract the snake out there.”

Jabr looked at the strange contraption in front of him. “That thing can fly? It looks like someone tried to build a bird sculpture and changed their mind halfway. Besides, isn’t everything dead now? Are you sure the enchantments still work?”

Matteo stepped up. “They still work. We used them to fly here. They use celestial magics, the same stuff that swept across the land and depowered the runes in the first place. Trust me, they’ll fly.” He walked over and made another Thunderbird appear next to the first. “Who has the higher agility? I’ll show them how the controls work. It’s pretty intuitive.”

Fasad hesitantly raised her hand. “My agility is above twenty.”

“That’s more than enough. A mundane could fly this, agility just makes it easier. Come on over,” Matteo said.

He carefully showed her the controls and walked her through the motions. They would be taking off from the middle of the city, so he wanted to make sure it would be as safe as possible. While he talked, Medjay discussed the updated plans with his parents.

Once he was confident that Fasad knew what she was doing, Matteo hopped into his Thunderbird. His dad walked over to talk to him before he took off.

“Your mom and I have an idea to get Mr. Noodle’s attention,” Dad said and rested his arms on the canopy.

“Dad, no. Don’t give the wild kaiju a name. It will make killing it harder,” Matteo said as he shook his head.

“Oh ho. Already thinking you can kill it?”

“Maybe. It would be very difficult, but my artifact has progressed quite a bit since you saw it last in action. And back then I was already fighting kaiju.”

“Well, let’s try to get it facing away from the city before you try to fulfill your anchor fantasies,” Dad said affably. “Anyway, I figure we can get the attention of the kaiju-who-must-not-be-named by chucking stuff at it, you know, my artifact. Your mom figured out how to crack stone with her armor artifact, so she can provide the ammunition. I figure we set up on that peak there, and hit it as it slithers through the valley. We should have plenty of time to set up.”

“That could work. I’ll take the other two groups and we will set up in the valley below you. We will attack after you get its attention. Just make sure to be careful with your aiming.”

Dad slapped the Thunderbird and said, “You got it little buddy. Let’s head out!”

Matteo chuckled at his enthusiasm and waited for Medjay to climb aboard. As soon as she was in, he closed the canopy and extended the wings. The enchantments along the surface glowed brightly, and they slowly ascended into the sky. He kept his speed low until they were past the city, not wanting any of the defenders to mistake their trio of aircraft for monsters.

Once they were out of range, he put on the speed. It was only a few miles to their destination. Within minutes, his parents were splitting off, and he was slowing down again. He carefully landed in the foothills and hopped out. The snake kaiju slithered through the valley below them, like a moving mountain. He imagined he could feel its presence pressing down on them.

He worked with Medjay to place the five superionic crystallium shards in a circle. The kaiju might not notice the humans attacking, but it would certainly sense the vast amounts of mana locked inside. It would just take time for the enormous beast to realize it was there. As they worked, the other two anchors walked up.

“That was wild!” Jabr said and threw his hands up. “We gotta do that again! Come on. We have time, right?”

“Calm down, ice anchor. We have a job to do first. My parents are going to get the snake’s attention, and then I will use a few spells to open it up. Once it’s injured, can I count on you two to pump in your magics to bring it down?”

Fasad raised an eyebrow. “You are rather confident in our success. I imagine you know something we don’t. To answer your question, both of our artifacts will work at a distance. It reduces the speed of the effect, but I imagine that won’t be an issue in this fight.”

Jabr hung his arm on her shoulder and added. “Our artifacts really work well together. Greater than the sum of the two parts, you know. It’s why we always man the walls together.”

“Well, then. It looks like my dad is ready. Let’s watch. I bet this will be entertaining,” Matteo said and turned.

Dad had a very simple artifact. It made anything he touched with it very easy to throw. As they watched, the peak above them started moving, like the mountain was tipping its hat to them. Then a moment later, the huge chunk of stone detached from the artifact and flew down to the valley at great speed. It was larger than the tallest building in Carcassonne, and his dad had easily thrown it.

Matteo chuckled as the huge stone hit the kaiju on its snout. It knocked the great beast to the side and shattered into millions of pieces. Jabr and Fasad shouted out with surprise and praise for his dad. Matteo held his accolades. He knew his dad wasn’t done. A few minutes later, another huge chunk of the mountain detached itself. It hurdled towards the snake, even faster this time. It hit just below its left eye, leaving a small bleeding wound. Matteo suspected the scales were enhanced by its natural magics.

They all waited for the kaiju to respond. Would it turn their way or continue on to the city? They waited, holding their breath until they couldn’t anymore. Finally, they saw the kaiju adjust course.

While it was ponderously moving, Matteo was making rune words. The first two were the same rune, a crystal spear. He figured the enormous mass of that spell should be effective. That left him with just enough mana for a third rune word. He was going to make a new one.

One of the rewards he got earlier was a plaque that showed how to construct a rune word to get the results you wanted. Matteo wanted something powerful. Something that could hopefully reach all the way to the kaiju’s core.

He placed the crystal rune in the center, then added the ice rune and the magnify rune. That should help create a huge ice crystal. The last rune would give the whole thing direction. He could use a light rune, but the diagram indicated that would be a waste of mana. Instead, he added the force rune. If he placed it at the end of the word, it would efficiently propel the spell forward.

The final rune slotted into place and he felt his mana rush out. Another glowing ball started orbiting his rune core. After the three rune words, he only had twelve mana left. Hopefully, he wouldn’t need it.

The thought had him checking the surroundings for monsters. It would be just his luck if they attacked while he was low. To his surprise, the foothills were empty. It was just the kaiju and the monsters on its back. The city's Rangers must have done their job before they fled.

Fifteen minutes after the initial rock strike, the snake was in position. Its forest capped head was just a bit higher than the foothills they stood on. That meant the kaiju’s eyes were perfectly positioned for his attack.

“Here we go!” Matteo yelled.

With a flourish, he cast his first crystal spear rune word. He directed the guiding light to the snake’s left eye and held it steady as an enormous crystal appeared and rode it all the way down to its eye. The spear hit and punctured the eye, driving deep into the socket.

He turned his focus to the right eye and cast another crystal spear. He was just a bit off. Despite the kaiju moving at an incredibly slow speed, it was still fast enough to close its right eyelid before the second spear hit. The natural magics of the kaiju’s scales made the crystal shatter into dust.

That was fine. Matteo wasn’t expecting to kill a kaiju the size of a mountain range with a couple of spells to the eyeball. He was expecting his attacks to open up a different opportunity. Several minutes later, the kaiju opened its mouth to scream in pain.

Matteo felt the low-pitched scream vibrate his bones. Perfect. He carefully aimed his final rune word at the roof of the snake’s mouth. If he guessed right, that should be near the monster’s core. He cast the spell and eagerly watched it form. A white crystal formed in the air in front of them, frozen air wafting off it in waves. It was three times the size of the other two spells and wickedly sharp. As soon as it finished forming, it shot forward, almost too fast to see. The crystal hit directly where Matteo was aiming, puncturing the kaiju’s skin and embedding deep before shattering into frozen dust.

Soon, the kaiju was bleeding great gouts of blood, spraying into the air with force. Once the blood separated far enough from the kaiju, it turned back into mana, blue clouds dissipating in the air. The monsters atop its back grew agitated, loud enough for them to hear from the foothills.

“Go ahead and attack now. Try to pump your entire mana pool into that wound,” Matteo said to Jabr and Fasad.

“Finally! Let’s get this show on the road,” Jabr said. He hesitated. “I mean, your attacks were amazing, mind blowing, really. I am just happy to be able to contribute.”

Matteo smiled and gestured for them to go ahead. Fasad took Jabr’s hand, and they wove their magics together. A spiral of white and black shot forward, hitting the kaiju’s wound and digging deep. Their combined efforts were only a few feet wide, but as they worked, their magic spread through the great beast.

The deep screams of the kaiju took on new intensity, but the two anchors didn’t let up. Slowly, slowly, their magics spread through the kaiju, decaying and freezing the snake’s head. It tried to cut off the attack by shutting its mouth. This time, it was too slow. Jabr and Fasad had exhausted their entire mana pools on their attack, and it would continue to spread.

The four of them sat there and chatted while they waited to see what the result of the attack would be. Matteo’s parents flew down and joined them a bit later. They were all in a great mood; the mission had been a complete success. They weren’t sure if the kaiju would die from its wounds, but it had been delayed enough that Bast would have the city shield up before it could reach Abayomi.

“Do you think we should start culling the monsters? Some of them are already jumping off and heading south,” Dad said.

“No, it’s best to leave it to others. Monsters are a limited resource now, and people will need them for their combat quests,” Medjay said.

“Good point. Well, if we aren’t going to kill monsters out here, should we head back to Abayomi?” Matteo said.

“Sure thing. Just let Bast know we might be a little late. We are going to scout around the city for a bit, make sure there is no big trouble brewing,” Jabr said.

Matteo smiled, knowing that they just wanted to play with the Thunderbird for a bit before they returned. “I’ll let her know. Just keep an eye on the mana gauge. You wouldn’t want to run out of power in the air.”

Fasad’s eyes went wide, like she hadn’t even considered the possibility. They all hopped into the aircraft and shot into the air. While they were halfway to the city, a blue screen popped up.

	Quest Complete!

	Congratulations. You have killed the kaiju threatening Abayomi. There are no more existential threats to the city.

	Receive Personalized Rewards



Matteo grinned. He couldn’t wait to land and find out what rewards he would be getting. The guide was awesome, rewarding him for things he was going to do, anyway. He couldn’t wait to see what happened in the next two cities they had to visit.


Book 3 Chapter 57: Oak Ridge

“The Obermeister isn’t seeing anyone today. Come back tomorrow. You might have more luck then,” the attendant said. He turned away, already dismissing them.

Matteo shook his head in confusion. “Uh, no. I am positive the Obermeister wants to see us. We have a celestial shield that they can use to protect the city from monsters and kaiju. They will want to see this.”

“I’m sure you have something very impressive,” the attendant said condescendingly. “However, the leader of our fair city needs to focus on important things, not some random reward you got after spending too much crystallium on the guide’s silly quests.”

“I ... it’s ... The guide isn’t silly, but we didn’t get this from the guide. This was made by Ma’at!” Matteo shouted and pushed mana into his storage ring. The city shield appeared midair and thumped down onto the office floor. The weight of the enchanted cube was enough to shake the building.

Medjay put her hand on his shoulder. Matteo took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He knew he was getting heated, but this idiot was the last step between him and freedom. The other city had welcomed them with open arms and even exchanged information on the guide’s quests. This city only had two community leaders and the other leader was part of the criminal underworld. This Obermeister was his only real choice.

“What’s all that racket?” an old man said as he came out of his office.

“Forgive the interruption, Obermeister, these rude people were just leaving,” the attendant said.

Guards ran into the room, weapons drawn. The attendant gestured towards Matteo and his group.

“We aren't leaving. You need to fire your assistant. We are here to help you protect the city with this celestial shield, and this idiot keeps trying to send us away,” Matteo said.

The guards started moving forward menacingly. Matteo ignored them. His mom could take them both on by herself. Everyone turned to the Obermeister. He was the one that would decide if this turned into a fight or not.

“I’m sure it’s great, but the coffers are low, my boy. We aren’t buying anything these days,” the old man said.

Matteo sighed in frustration. “This isn’t for sale. I am giving it to you for free if you promise to treat your citizens well. Just touch the cube and see the prompt for yourself.”

He ambled over to the cube and touched it. His eyes went wide, and he read something only he could see. Slowly, a grin spread across his face. He said, “Yes!” and then looked around the room.

The old man pointed at his assistant. “Round up the council for a meeting. We are going to renegotiate with the crooked king.”

Matteo sensed there was a lot going on there that he didn’t understand. He also didn’t care. He had given them what they needed to survive. What they did with it next was up to them. As soon as the quest completed, he left city hall with his group.

They decided to get dinner at a local inn. They only served one thing, klöße and weisswurst. It was filling and satisfying, but Matteo wished it had more spices. The enchanted reward he had gotten from killing the snake kaiju had been a mobile cooking station, complete with a spice garden. In a few more days, the herbs would be grown enough to use, and he planned on making his own version of the food before him.

“So, what are you two up to next?” Dad said.

“Vacation. I am sick of rushing around. I want to sit and relax for days. Maybe work on the enchanting quest, but other than that, I want to do nothing,” Matteo said.

“That sounds divine. I’m with you. Let’s find a kaiju near a beach and drink mead all day,” Medjay said with a sigh. One of her enchanted rewards was an alcohol still that could ferment drinks within a day.

Dad looked at Mom before he continued. “We were thinking of going the other direction. Flying around in the Thunderbird is exciting. We have been talking about how nice it would be to travel around and have adventures.”

Mom leaned in and said, “And we were hoping to borrow your thunderbird, Medjay. I don’t know when we would be back, but we promise to take good care of the aircraft.”

Medjay glanced at Matteo and made her decision. “You can borrow it, no problem. I think I’m going to stick around with Matteo for the foreseeable future.”

Matteo smiled and leaned over to give her a kiss.

...

Ten Years Later

...

“Commander to Captain Karlotta. Is your team ready?” Matteo said.

A voice came through the communicator at his waist and said, “Captain Karlotta here. We are ready for action.”

“Engage,” Matteo sent back and watched the action.

The twenty-one-year-old captain gestured to her squad, and they each hit a rune on the harness they were wearing. As one, they flew into the air. A trail of white vapor followed them as they arced up and over to the kaiju in the distance.

Matteo fought to keep a frown off his face. He designed those flight harnesses for his capstone enchanting quest from the guide. They worked well, but he still had to work on their efficiency. He knew once they were optimized they wouldn’t condense vapor out of the air.

He was glad Luna wasn’t here to watch this. She didn’t like that her daughter was putting herself in danger, and blamed him for Karlotta’s behavior. He had been hesitant to promote her as well, but she passed every test he had given her. More importantly, her Ranger squad had zero fatalities after a full year in the field. She was an effective leader and her mending artifact fixed any minor mistakes.

A minute later, the six Rangers landed atop the kaiju’s head. It was one of those strange kaiju, a lizard type standing on two legs. Kaiju were rare these days. The wild kaiju had been a menace the first few years after the guide’s coming. But then Matteo remembered the ritual circle the Isfet worshippers had attempted to use on the turtle.

Where they failed, he succeeded. He worked with his friends to carve a ritual circle on a wild kaiju, which sucked it dry and killed it. The result was a fully charged superionic crystallium shard. It was powerful enough to power an entire city. Once he passed out his designs, wild kaiju went from menaces to a source of gold stator.

Karlotta’s squad used the new weapons Medjay designed to kill the monsters clinging to the kaiju’s craggy head. There were a lot fewer monsters these days, but what few there were tended to congregate atop kaiju. The humans pointed their enchanted hand bows at the nearby monsters and vaporized them with a burst of plasma. Within moments, only humans moved atop the huge head. Half the team wasn’t even bound, but they didn’t need to be with the weapons and armor available to them.

Once the area was clear, the team worked together to carve the ritual circle that would suck up the wild kaiju’s mana. It would take a few months for the ritual to fully suck the kaiju dry. He didn’t plan on waiting that long this time, but that’s how everyone else did it. They flew up, carved the ritual, and left. They came back later and collected the crystal and ensured the kaiju’s core didn’t create a monster swarm.

Something jolted him out of his musings. It took him a moment to figure out what that was. The kaiju had a line of spikes along its spine. The base of the spikes were starting to glow. That probably meant it was charging up its attack, fire or plasma, usually.

Matteo clicked the communicator on his waist. “Captain Karlotta. The kaiju is charging up. I want you out of there in less than five minutes.”

“Yes, sir!”

Matteo waited there nervously as the kaiju continued to charge up its attack. At this point, he was sure it was a lightning attack. Tiny bolts of lightning were starting to appear around the spikes.

“Karlotta! I need you out of there now!” Matteo yelled into the communicator.

“One second, one second...” came the reply.

Before Matteo could shout again, he saw six vapor trails lift off from the kaiju. He slowly let out the breath he had been holding. It was good that they were taking care of this kaiju now. It must have unusually fast reflexes to have sensed Karlotta’s squad in the short time they had been atop it.

When the squad was a little over a mile away, the kaiju’s attack went off. A dome of lightning pulled out from its skin and shot out into the countryside. Lightning stretched out, branching in every direction and using the vapor trails as a conduit. The attack didn’t make it all the way to the distant squad. Its magic couldn’t reach that far. It still set the forest ablaze and killed all the monsters on its back.

Well. He would have to put a stop to that right away. He had flown up to the foothills for phase two. No reason not to start it right away. He pulled out his rune core and carefully selected the rune word he had prepared there. It was the longest and most powerful one he had made to date. With a flick of his finger, he cast it at the overeager kaiju.

A shard of metal appeared in the air. It was a hundred feet long and wickedly sharp. Matteo carefully aimed it at the kaiju’s mouth and let loose. The metal blinked across the vast distance and slammed into the back of its mouth. Then it started spinning, digging itself deeper into the kaiju’s flesh. Once it was halfway in, it exploded, shards of metal flying everywhere. Blood poured out of the huge wound.

It took several minutes for the kaiju to realize it was dead. Finally, the lizard tipped over, crashing to the ground. The impact was enough to shake the entire valley. Matteo smiled. One shot, one kill.

“Captain Karlotta. It seems like our lizard friend has made it easy on you and killed all the nearby monsters. I’ll leave the collection efforts to you and return to our city now. See me with the shard as soon as you return,” Matteo sent.

He hopped aboard his Thunderbird and took off towards home. It irked him slightly that the enchanted aircraft still worked perfectly after all these years. Everything he made still deteriorated at the normal rate. He still had a lot to learn about enchanting. Sadly, he had long finished all the teaching quests the guide was going to give him on the subject. It was tedious research from here on out.

Eventually, Oak Ridge appeared in the distance. In the turbulent years after the guide came, Matteo had tried and failed to find a city he would like to settle down in. Eventually, he had decided to simply found his own. With the help of some of his bound friends, they built a magnificent metropolis within months. The city’s population grew in leaps and bounds when he offered free protection and discounted crystallium to anyone that moved in.

He carefully landed his Thunderbird atop the roost and stored it in his ring. It was one of the few celestial, enchanted objects he had kept. The rest he had given to the city. He mostly had his own creations stored in his ring.

Matteo walked past city hall and decided to check in. He tapped his enchanted ring and an illusion of the government assistant appeared.

“Dewey! How is the new mayor treating you?”

“Better these days. I think she has finally accepted it’s his turn to lead the city and has decided to do a good job.”

“Glad to hear it. Send me a message if you need anything,” Matteo said, and tapped on the ring once more.

Their government was similar to a democracy, with one exception. None of the candidates wanted the job. Dewey spent every four years interviewing residents and put up three candidates the residents could vote on. This way, they wouldn’t get a power hungry mayor oppressing the citizens. Plus, it was always hilarious to see the expressions on the faces of the surprise mayors. Matteo couldn’t stop laughing when he found out that Chiara would be their next mayor.

Their society was egalitarian with no social ranks. That didn’t mean that Matteo couldn't build a fantastic house. It was a wooden mansion, modeled after the one the Tartaruga director had.

As he walked in the front door, a little kid saw him and sprinted his way, yelling, “Dad!”

Matteo dropped to one knee and shouted, “Riccardo!”

He scooped up his son and spun him around. He would never get tired of being a father.

“Dad. I finished it! You gotta come see,” Riccardo said and pulled him along.

“Sure thing, buddy,” he replied and allowed himself to be pulled through the house.

They crossed the walkway into the enchanting building. It housed all the city’s biggest projects, including the one Matteo had been working on for three years straight. He longed to finish working on it, but his son came first. He was led to a small worktable in the corner of the building.

“My cart works now. When I touch the ro- rotation rune, it goes all by itself,” Riccardo said. His small cart propelled itself across the desk. He caught it before it fell off the table.

“Wow, that’s amazing. And you made it all by yourself?”

“Mom helped some,” Riccardo said.

Medjay walked over from the middle of the warehouse when they started talking. She said, “I only helped a little when his rune needed fixing. He carved it himself.”

“Good job, buddy. I knew you could do it if you worked hard on it,” Matteo said. He turned and gave his wife a kiss and said, “The mission was a success. Karlotta should be back in a bit with the shard. That will give us a second backup for the sky piercer. Were you doing pre-flight checks?”

“Yes, and everything looks great. Although, I was wondering, should we put things off for a bit, maybe? I’m still concerned about triggering another world-changing event.”

Matteo hugged Medjay closer. “You brought that up a year ago when I wanted to test the sky piercer for the first time. I agreed with you then, but we can’t wait any longer, you know that. Our spies in the other cities say two of them are close to testing. Everyone wants a piece of those celestial rewards for completing the stars’ quest. It’s now or never.”

“Alright, fine, fine. I know you are right. I was just hoping something would have magically changed. I love our life here, and I would hate to have anything change that.”

“Don’t worry dear, this will be a quick trip, up and down. If there are any further quests, we will discuss them before I do anything.”

Medjay agreed, and they went back to the sky piercer. It looked like a sleek arrowhead with windows all around. It was also the most heavily enchanted object on the entire planet. Matteo had built something that would fly up into the stars, just like the celestials wanted. The craft used a superionic crystallium shard to send them straight up into the sky. It was also air tight and had protections and wards against everything possible. No matter what was up there, he would be prepared. He hoped that he would be able to meet Ma’at or Echidna. Even Isfet would be awe-inspiring.

A few hours later, Karlotta returned with the shard. He slotted it into place and they wheeled the sky piercer out into the courtyard. Three people were taking it up this time: himself, Ashif, and Yuri. Yuri was a newer friend, but the most brilliant enchanter Matteo had ever seen. It was his idea to have a climate-controlled suit, which had made the test flights so much more comfortable.

They had decided not to make the flight a big thing. They didn’t want any of the other cities to get pressured into launching earlier than they were ready. As far as anyone else was concerned, this was just another test.

Matteo still made sure Ilaria, and Ashif attended the launch. His friends were working together these days, Ashif in creating a communication network outside the control of any government, and Ilaria worked as a reporter for their news program. Matteo felt like there was something between the two, but they both vehemently denied it.

After Chiara made a short speech, there was another round of hugs and kisses. The three star-striders boarded the sky piercer with dramatic aplomb. After an unnecessary countdown, Matteo grasped the controls and sent them streaking into the sky. The anti-friction runes let them slice through the air, and the vibration dampeners kept the flight smooth.

The planet fell away and the darkness of space enveloped their craft. The stars shone brighter than he had ever seen. He blinked away the tears with a smile on his face.

The End of Book 3


Thank you for reading Kaiju City. That was the end of the series and I hope it met your expectations. Leave me a review and let me know what you thought of it. Thanks for coming with me on this journey.

If you haven’t yet, check out The Mage of Shimmer Mountain.  It’s six books bundled as a trilogy that I bet you will love.
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